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Executive summary 
This study examines the Group of 77’s internal structure, decision-making, and power 
distribution and how these are factors for the North-South dialogue at the United Nations (UN), 
the world’s foremost multilateral organisation. The G77 compromises 134 developing countries 
and serves as a platform for the global South at the UN. It plays an important role in UN 
multilateralism by aggregating and representing the interests of its members vis-à-vis its long-
standing counterpart, the global North. In theory, an inclusive consensus-approach can lead to 
strong G77 positions that are internally representative of and well-grounded in the interests of 
the group, and externally conducive to striking deals for global solutions. But any form of group 
politics is also prone to shortcomings, such as the dominance of specific minority interests, drift 
towards the least common denominator, inflexibility in negotiations, and heightened 
confrontation. It is against this conceptual background that the study analyses the G77 and how 
it operates, seeking to identify challenges and potentials regarding the representation of global 
South interests in the UN and, by extension, a more effective UN multilateralism in general.  

The study starts by providing a snapshot of North-South relations at the UN General Assembly 
(see Section 2). Across several areas, a picture of increasing antagonism and mutual 
frustrations emerges. G77 countries articulate direct and assertive criticism of the global North 
and perceived injustices in the global system, in ways not heard of a decade ago. Global North 
countries register increasingly confrontational diplomatic practices by the global South that 
challenge their predominant roles. Reaching a consensus seems to become more challenging. 
The tax resolution provides a powerful example of the global South taking the initiative and 
dealing a visible defeat to the global North. Other processes, such as the Summit of the Future, 
were marked by stalemate over conflicting interests. All this might be symptoms of global 
economic power shifts in the recent decade and a changing global discourse about North-South 
relations. 

The following sections of this study analyse decision-making in the G77 from different angles to 
gauge the group’s role in UN multilateralism. Section 3 provides a descriptive analysis of the 
group’s structure and its traditional consensus-approach, focusing in particular on its inclusivity. 
Decision-making in the G77 is essentially a matter of in-person consultations that lead to group 
positions, with little transparency and accountability towards the group in its entirety. This 
approach, which differs from how the European Union (EU) operates, ensures basic 
representation, but bears the risk of deficiencies such as the concentration of decision-making 
in the hands of a few members, the production of friable and rigid positions, and sometimes 
erratic behaviour by some members. The lack of diplomatic capacity in many G77 member state 
missions has a major impact on the group’s decision-making, as it prevents smaller members 
from effective participation.  

Section 4 zooms in on the tension between unity and diversity in the group. More than ever 
before, the G77 is marked by centrifugal forces, as it now comprises member states from almost 
all conventional state categories in use today. With recourse to the literature, we identify three 
mechanisms of solidarity that can explain both the group’s continued unity, and limits to it: i) 
Their common interest in creating an international environment conducive to their national 
development; ii) confrontation with the global North as the main counterpart; and iii) practices of 
reciprocal support. Turning, then, to four case studies of recent policy processes (Summit of the 
Future; gender; civil society; tax resolution) we find that the group is not always able to reach a 
position because of internal disagreements. When it does, the decision-making path towards a 
common position is often an imperfect one in which factions of the group override or veto 
relevant positions, or even bypass group processes altogether only to rely on the group’s 
support when proposals get tabled in the General Assembly.  
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Section 5 turns to the issue of power for a better understanding of G77 dynamics and outcomes. 
Five members, or groups of members, are analysed in more detail as to the power they exercise 
within or over the group: i) A category of members often referred to as “radicals” that are much 
more engaged and influential in the G77 than in the wider international system; ii) China, which 
has emerged as an important player, going from silent observer to something like a “big brother” 
of the G77 in the last decade; iii) BRICS, on which our study does not find evidence that they 
are transforming the political configuration of the G77 in a meaningful way; and iv) the African 
group, which has emerged not only as a key swing-group in the global geopolitical context but 
also as an actor in its own right; and v) the global North members that can engage in divide-
and-rule practices, but appear to have seen their influence over the G77 become weaker in 
recent years.  

Overcoming the North-South antagonism in the UN, which is an obstacle to more effective 
multilateralism, is the responsibility of both sides, North and South. Imperfections to the G77’s 
decision-making mean that the group operates below its potential for contributing well-
aggregated positions that represent common global South interests to negotiations at the UN 
General Assembly. Global North members, not shy to pursue their own interests in control over 
global economic and normative issues, also drive the North-South antagonism. As such, they 
invite G77 solidarity, and contribute, although indirectly, to the G77’s shortcomings such as the 
tendency of the group to rally behind “radicals” who take confrontational positions. 

The study suggests four broad reforms that could serve to strengthen the G77 – and UN 
multilateralism for that matter – on the assumption that a well-functioning G77 not only serves 
the interests of its members better, but is also a more capable stakeholder and counterpart in 
UN processes. To that end, the group is well-advised to i) ensure inclusive decision-making 
processes that safeguard against idiosyncratic influences; ii) focus on strategic priorities and 
ensure accountability in their implementation; iii) engage in networking to expand its ambitions 
beyond UN resolutions, towards real-world change; and iv) invest in staff and diplomatic capacity 
while also reducing the burden from ever-expanding UN processes. 
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Our coming together in the Group of 77 has the purpose of enabling us to deal on terms of 
greater equality with an existing Center of Power. Ours is basically a unity of opposition. [...] 

The object is to complete the liberation of the Third World countries from external domination. 
[…] And unity is our instrument – our only instrument – of liberation.” 

Julius K. Nyerere (1979, pp. 4-9) 

1  Introduction 
A defining aspect of multilateralism at the United Nations (UN), particularly in the area of 
development, is the division of member states into two major groups: the global North countries 
on the one side, and the global South, organised in the Group of 77 and China (henceforth, 
G77), on the other. The former group constitutes a minority of member states but has, since the 
inception of the UN and in particular after the end of the Cold War, enjoyed a position of 
dominance at the UN. The latter has its roots in the post-colonial era and constitutes what 
sympathetic observers call the “majority world” (Cheryl, 2019) with its currently 134 members. The 
G77 operates on the premise of strength through unity. Nearly every intergovernmental process 
at the UN related to development and financial issues, and the outcomes these processes 
generate, are shaped by the dynamics of group politics – often to the frustration of those involved 
on both sides. While asked by the UN Charter to pursue “social progress and better standards of 
life in larger freedom” (UN Charter, preamble), delegates often find themselves locked into 
unproductive diplomatic battles that divide them and take the focus away from shared global 
responsibilities. 

The North-South relationship at the UN General Assembly has become more strained compared 
to a decade ago. Developing countries have started to voice their demands for a greater say in 
global affairs more assertively (Passarelli & Justino, 2024). Their criticism towards the global 
North of “broken promises” around development and climate funding, double standards in the 
application of international norms, and stonewalling to defend privileges has become more 
audible in recent years (Gowan, 2024a, 2024b; Schalatek, 2021; Suzman, 2023). Global North 
states, in turn, are increasingly frustrated by a G77 they perceive as inflexible and defensive, 
better in saying “no” than in engaging constructively in collective problem-solving, as the 
protracted process around the Summit of the Future in 2024 seemed to demonstrate (Beisheim, 
2024). This growing antagonism, and the loss of trust it brings, carries the potential of gridlock. 
But it also contains the possibility of a political shake-up of the UN from which new opportunities 
for global dialogue may emerge (Baumann & Haug, 2024).  

This study explores the current state of affairs in UN multilateralism by focusing on the G77, 
which coordinates mostly on matters handled in the General Assembly’s Second Committee 
(that deals with economic and financial matters) and Fifth Committee (administrative and 
budgetary issues). Groups like the G77 are an important factor for UN multilateralism that can 
shed light both on the latter’s strengths and on its shortcomings. Like political parties in domestic 
contexts, groups in multilateral settings aggregate interests, thereby facilitating “consensus-
formation […] by reducing the number of interests that, in the end, have to be reconciled with 
each other” (Sauvant, 1981, p. 18; see also Laatikainen, 2017, p. 133). They help with 
processing information for their members and represent them in negotiations, thus reducing the 
load on diplomatic capacity. As groups bundle the voices of their members, they give practical 
meaning to the aspiration of the UN as an egalitarian intergovernmental space, in which might 
does not equal right, and where the smaller members have a fair chance to influence global 
matters that have effects on them.  

Yet, group politics are also prone to certain shortcomings that can cause gridlock and fuel 
antagonism (Laatikainen, 2017). The difficulties in finding and protecting intra-group consensus 
can translate into an outward rigidity that threatens the pragmatic negotiation of solutions with 
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global partners. While group unity is a factor for external influence – and thus in the interest of 
all members of the group – the high premium put on unity can come at the cost of inclusive 
decision-making. Dominant actors can use groups for their own purposes. In addition, rather 
than acting on the basis of a set of shared interests, groups may draw their energy from 
confrontation with a shared opponent, which can turn them into predominantly defensive 
coalitions. With all that in mind, one can conclude that groups will typically represent a certain 
balance of benefits and shortcomings, and the question then becomes how the benefits can be 
maximised, and the shortcomings minimised, so that groups function well in the overall 
multilateral system.  

Where, then, does the G77 fall between these two poles of benefits and shortcomings? Trying 
to find answers, our study contributes an update to a relatively small body of literature on the G77.1 
It aims to accomplish two things: First, it aims to provide an assessment of the current North-South 
relations at the UN General Assembly. It tests the hypothesis that, under the usual “noise” of 
diplomatic tussle, of expressions of mistrust, and mutual frustrations, we can detect an increasing 
North-South antagonism that begins to affect established diplomatic practices and political roles 
at the UN. This then provides the grounds for the second, more explanatory question that pertains 
to the G77’s role in shaping UN multilateralism. We look at the G77’s internal decision-making 
processes to parse out how the group shapes the conditions for a constructive North-South 
dialogue at the UN. To do so, we identify three aspects of group-level decision-making that have 
implications for negotiations at the General Assembly. Each aspect adds another layer of 
understanding: i) We provide a descriptive account of how the group makes decisions, focusing 
in particular on the inclusiveness of its processes; ii) we focus on the tension between diversity in 
the group and mechanisms of solidarity that pull the group together; and iii) we adopt a power lens 
to analyse the (shifting) role of key actors, or subgroups, in the G77.  

The study contributes a mostly qualitative account to the scholarship on multilateralism in the 
UN General Assembly, a topic which has so far been dominated by statistical analyses on voting 
and the different factors influencing it (Adhikari, 2019; Dreher et al., 2008; Lektzian & Biglaiser, 
2023; Smith, 2016). The study also contributes to larger discussions about the changing North-
South relationship in a context of global geopolitical change. The emergence of the term “new 
South”, which denotes a “new sense of agency” among some developing countries (Ishmael, 
2024, p. 3; see also Haibin, 2023; Heine, 2024), the “poly-crisis” (another new term) of the 
pandemic and the wars in Ukraine and Gaza, as well as the emergence of a new discourse 
about persisting neo-colonialism (Chan & Patten, 2023; Langan, 2018), and geopolitical 
transformations that include China’s ascendance to the position of a global superpower (Haug 
et al., 2024) – all these indicate that a fundamental rebalancing of global political relations is 
currently happening, and that a stronger role of the global South is a key part of this (Gopaladas, 
2024; Hogan & Patrick, 2024; Ikenberry, 2024).  

Among the states of the global North, this has triggered some soul-searching about their role in 
the world and the need to re-calibrate relations with the “new South”, bringing forward two almost 
contradictory imperatives: climbing down from their roles of paternalistic global leaders, while 
maintaining or even building global influence. For the global South, the newfound agency brings 
its own challenges: On the one hand, it means that there are new opportunities to advance its 
global aspirations in politically meaningful ways with real prospects of affecting change. On the 
other hand, uneven economic development and an increasing diversity of interests threaten the 
unity of the global South in ways not experienced before.  

Much of that global dynamic can have profound implications for the UN. The UN and its 
multilateralism may succumb to the forces of global antagonism (the dysfunctionality of the 
Security Council in the Cold War era provides a warning) or serve as the central platform where 
global change is managed and negotiated in constructive ways (the adoption of the 2030 

                                                   
1 Iida (1988); Lees (2021, 2023); Sauvant (1981); Swart & Lund (2011); Toye (2014); Vihma et al. (2011). 
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Agenda in 2015 comes to mind as an example). Both sides, the global North and South, have 
a responsibility towards, and an interest in, the latter. If in this study we focus on the G77, that 
is because the group represents the majority of member states in the UN and, on top of that, 
might also be the one that is politically on the ascendance. Nevertheless, we are aware that this 
study provides a partial account of UN multilateralism, which would make a complementary 
study on the global North desirable.  

The study is based on interviews at UN headquarters in New York and, to a lesser degree, in 
Rome, another UN location where the G77 operates a regional chapter. We conducted 36 semi-
structured interviews with delegates from the G77, global North states and independent 
observers.2 For triangulation, we systematically analysed voting data based on a new data set 
we compiled from publicly available UN data and diplomatic statements made at the UN General 
Assembly. With interviews conducted in the period between November 2023 and May 2024, the 
study essentially provides a snapshot of current affairs at the General Assembly. However, the 
desk study elements (and the long-term professional careers in the UN of some of our 
interviewees) allowed us to look back a bit further and trace developments since 2015, a year 
often regarded as the high-water mark of global cooperation in the post-Cold War era because 
of the multilateral feat of adopting the 2030 Agenda and Paris Agreement as ambitious and 
actionable common endeavours. 

2 Growing antagonism at the United Nations 
We begin with a review of the current state of North-South relations at the UN General 
Assembly. Our hypothesis is that, over the past decade, the North-South antagonism has grown, 
resulting in a new level of mutual frustrations and missed opportunities for joint action. To gauge 
the extent of the current antagonism, and how it may have increased in recent years, we take a 
tour d’horizon of different areas of UN politics: We look at sentiments expressed in diplomatic 
statements, negotiation practices and attitudes, specific policy processes, and voting patterns. 
Across these different areas, the contours of a profound change in the UN’s political landscape 
seem to be emerging. This is not to say that there ever was a time of amiable relations or that 
a certain degree of confrontation is bad per se. The G77 was founded with the purpose of 
introducing a counterweight to the global North. Its demand for “creating a new and just world 
economic order” (G77, 1964, para 1) signalled the ambition to shape UN policies against the 
resistance of global North counterparts, and the diplomatic battles that followed from that left 
delegates from both sides somewhat accustomed to the frustrations of group politics in the UN 
(Swart & Lund, 2011). Yet, it appears that something novel is currently occurring, as not only 
attitudes shift, but also underlying power structures. It seems as if the North-South relationship 
in the UN is currently entering a new phase, one that can be described as a “crisis” in the Greek 
sense of the word: A critical juncture in which established practices, beliefs, and roles are broken 
up, or at least become contested, and where a process of readjustment of social structures is 
taking place, with uncertain outcomes as of yet.  

                                                   
2 Interview statistics: We spoke with 42 people in 36 interviews. Of these, 16 interviews were with dele-

gates from global North countries; 10 with G77 delegates; 9 with independent experts; 1 with UN staff. 
Given the sensitive nature of the topic, we conducted interviews on the assurance of complete 
confidentiality, relying on notes-taking during the interview rather than recording. We reference inter-
views by numbers that do not reflect the order in which interviews were conducted or any other logic.  
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2.1 Airing dissatisfaction: G77 chairs in the General Assembly 

The UN General Assembly and in particular its centrepiece, the annual General Debate during 
its opening in September, is the most prominent global platform on which member states 
articulate their views about the world and their place in it. Although detached from any specific 
policy process, speeches by political leaders at the General Assembly are like a thermometer 
that can indicate the mood of current international affairs. Our analysis of speeches3 given in 
the General Debate suggests that the global South has become more critical towards the global 
North in recent years, moving from utterances of general dissatisfaction to direct, assertive and 
at times less-diplomatic blaming. There is no being mistaken that the heat has increased in the 
UN (see also Gowan, 2024b).  

Recent G77 chairs have criticised the global North and the current international system in a 
more assertive manner in past years than they did before. Articulating long-felt G77 concerns 
about the lack of democratic inclusivity in international fora, Egypt (a G77 chair in 2018) criticised 
the “monopoly by major Powers of the ability to make international decisions and their disregard 
for the aspirations of hundreds of millions of peoples and communities”; it also questioned “how 
is one system of values morally superior to others?” (UN [United Nations], 2023a, pp. 50-52). 
Pakistan (a G77 chair in 2022) expressed concern about an international system that is “being 
eschewed due to the unilateral policies and strategic rivalry and tensions between global 
powers” (UN, 2023b, p. 21). In a similar vein, Guinea (the G77 chair in 2021) stated that Africa 
“suffers from a model of governance that has been imposed on it”, and asserted that this model 
“has contributed above all to maintaining a system of exploitation, the plunder of our resources 
by others" (UN, 2023c, p. 18). Even stronger criticism came from Cuba (a G77 chair in 2023). It 
claimed to represent “the voice of the South, the exploited and scorned” and labelled the global 
North as “voracious predators of resources and the environment”, and the international system 
as “unjust, irrational, and abusive, […] replicating a pattern of modern colonialism”, thus turning 
the South into “laboratories of renewed forms of domination” (UN, 2023d, pp. 24-25). We did 
not find similarly strong rhetoric from G77 chairs in the earlier half of the past decade.4 In the 
context of the General Assembly’s High-level Week, where heads of state and government 
usually strike an aspirational and lofty tone founded in the “we, together” of the UN Charter, this 
rhetoric is remarkable for its assertive and direct condemnation of a specific group of UN 
members. It certainly has contributed to making global governance reform an unavoidable item 
on the international agenda.  

It must be said that not all G77 members use such strong rhetoric. Rather, a more “diplomatic” 
tone dominates in the speeches of other G77 members. In terms of content, however, they often 
articulate similar criticism that is in accord with the assertive language recent G77 chairs have 
used. Burundi, for example, noted that “trust and solidarity [have] lost their primary meaning 
under the effects of neocolonialism, characterized by multifaceted interference in the internal 
affairs of developing States, by unfair remuneration for raw materials and by the strong demands 
imposed by the Bretton Woods institutions” (UN, 2023c, p. 20). In our interviews, delegates from 

                                                   
3 We systematically analysed the General Debate speeches of G77 chairs over the period 2015-2023. 

As a first step, adopting a process of qualitative content analysis, a coding scheme was developed, 
and segments in each speech were identified and categorised according to codes including, but not 
limited to, the global North, the global South, the international order, the international financial system, 
the United Nations, etc. Subsequently, the coded data was sorted and analysed to identify repeated 
occurrences of specific language or the emergence of new expressions related to the criticism, 
blaming or accusations of the global North by the G77. 

4 Indicative for the change in rhetoric is, for example, how Guyana (a G77 chair in 2020), speaking on 
climate policies, went from referring to “humankind” as the cause of climate change in 2017 (UN, 
2017a, p. 10) to identifying the “the worst emitters” and “large polluters [that] have simply nor kept 
their word”, blaming them for “deception” in 2021 (UN, 2021a, p. 3). 
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G77 member states confirmed a growing sentiment of “broken promises” in the group that in 
their perception casts a dark shadow on the relationship with the global North (interviews 8, 26). 

The agreed positions of the G77 also provide evidence of dissatisfaction with the global North. 
While the demand for “creating a new and just world economic order” (emphasis added) in the 
G77’s declaration of 1964 has been toned down to the “determination to strive for economic and 
social development” within the existing order, the urgency behind these positions has not. The 
outcome document of the last South Summit, held in Uganda in 2024, presents the group’s current 
set of positions (see Box 1). This document, too, criticises the “unfair international economic 
order” presided over by the global North and demands reforms of the international financial 
architecture, tax cooperation, and multilateral trade system (G77, 2024a). Particularly note-
worthy is that the document starts with political issues that sit at the heart of the most notorious 
North-South tensions and are unrelated to the economic challenges of an average developing 
country: Quite early in the document, the G77 articulates its “principled and longstanding” 
support for an independent State of Palestine, coupled with a criticism of Israel’s actions towards 
its neighbouring states (paragraphs 6 to 13). The rejection of “unilateral coercive measures” – 
sanctions that, according to some G77 members including China, violate the non-interference 
principle (Ungar, 2024) – also assumes relatively much space in the document. One might see 
these two issues as symbols that summon both the solidarity of the G77 with those members 
suffering the most, and the predominant role of the global North as the cause of it. Compared to 
these political positions that denote confrontation, the more economic and ecologic positions 
where global interests are more likely to overlap appear further down in the document.  

Box 1: Summary of G77 positions, presented in the same order as in the Third South 
Summit outcome document 
1. Fulfilment of the right to development. 
2. Support for an independent State of Palestine, coupled with a comprehensive condemnation 

of Israel’s “systematic, grave breaches of international law”.  
3. Rejection of “unilateral coercive measures” and solidarity with Cuba.  
4. Critique of an “unfair international economic order” that is linked to a number of current 

challenges. 
5. “Eradicating poverty in all its forms and dimensions” as an “indispensable requirement for 

sustainable development”. 
6. Demands for transfer of technology, capacity building and financing for sustainable 

development in line with ODA-targets.  
7. Reform of the international financial architecture, including its governance structures, and to 

that end reform of the UN General Assembly and ECOSOC as well as the issue of debt. 
8. Demand for “inclusive and effective international tax cooperation”. 
9. An inclusive and equitable multilateral trade system based on a reformed WTO.  
10. Greater global connectivity through infrastructure and at the policy level.  
11. Gender equality and the elimination of discrimination and violence against women.  
12. Expansion of South-South cooperation initiatives as a “complement” to North-South 

cooperation.  
13. Investments in science, technology, innovation and digital public infrastructure, and the 

adoption of an international technology framework.  
14. Dealing with the impact of climate change, while affirming the principle of “common but differ-

entiated responsibilities”.  
15. Dealing with the degradation of natural habitats, loss of biodiversity, the extinction of 

threatened species, and plastic pollution.  
16. A preventive approach to disaster risk that is “broader, systemic and a more people-centred”.  

Source: G77 (2024a) 
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2.2 Frustrations and dysfunctionalities: a global North 
perspective 

The frustration is mutual. Delegates from global North member states have their own story to 
tell about interactions with the G77 and “the tyranny of negotiating in blocs” at the General 
Assembly (interview 9). There appears to be a broadly shared feeling that negotiation tactics 
have become harsher and more politicised in recent years. “We stopped listening to each other”, 
as one delegate noted (interview 2). Mirroring the G77’s growing distrust towards the global 
North, sources from the latter camp expressed their doubts about the possibility of approaching 
“the other side” with constructive proposals, be it for lack of friendly reception or simply 
because the group is preoccupied with itself (interview 14). Either way, trust seems to have 
hit a low point, and confrontational practices appear to have become more pervasive. A telling 
example of the lack of trust are the controversies around the war in Ukraine. Global North 
states put food security on the agenda in the Rome-based UN organisations and demanded 
from the global South support for the condemnation of Russia’s violation of the UN Charter, 
assuming that this would be in the interest of developing countries; yet, in the end, the latter 
rejected this outreach which they saw as a geopolitical move and unnecessary politicisation of 
the UN’s development work, speaking more of Western double standards than of a sincere 
interest in the UN’s norms and mission (interviews 21, 23).  

Group confrontation also plays out in seating arrangements. In the General Assembly’s Fifth 
Committee which deals with budgetary matters – an area where the global North’s “power of the 
purse” is pitted against the global South’s majority in votes – delegates from the same bloc sit 
together, opposite their global counterparts. According to one source, efforts to change seating 
arrangements in recent years had failed due to the objection of the G77 that puts a high premium 
on unity in the Fifth Committee (interviews 3, 12). The Second Committee presents a more 
relaxed picture not only from a sociological point of view, but also with regard to group unity in 
negotiations. Yet, even there, delegates feel the “tyranny of negotiation in blocs” and the lack of 
trust in the face of diplomatic practices they consider counterproductive to the UN Charter 
mandate of “promoting international cooperation in the economic, social, cultural, educational, 
and health fields” (UN Charter, Art. 13, 1).  

A particularly frustrating – and in the eyes of global North delegates aggressive – tactic is what 
one source described as “blunt deletions” of agreed language in zero drafts for annual 
resolutions by the G775 (interview 2). For example, the draft of the annual ECOSOC resolution 
on the Quadrennial Comprehensive Policy Review (QCPR)6 was cut down to approximately 
25 per cent in terms of the word count compared to the predecessor in 2023; the number of 
decisions were reduced from 23 to 4.7 Such “blunt deletions” may happen for various 
reasons. The G77 may do it to remove contentious positions that complicate the internal 
search for consensus, to remove points on which they disagree, or simply to counter the 
paragraph inflation in UN resolutions that has become increasingly unwieldy. Either way, 
this practice of stripping down drafts then triggers a time-consuming negotiation process of 
reinstating previously agreed content, restoring the resolution to the previous year’s shape and 

                                                   
5 By contrast, see subsection 5.5, “Global North: external influence” for more information on tactics used 

by global North countries when interacting with the G77. 
6 This is the recurrent policy process through which the General Assembly reviews and mandates the 

work of the UN development pillar.  
7 Resolution: “Progress in the implementation of General Assembly resolution 75/233 on the 

Quadrennial Comprehensive Policy Review of operational activities for development of the United 
Nations system”. 
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content. In the end, both sides can claim the victory of having successfully defended the status 
quo, while none of them have made substantial progress. Some delegates of the global North 
see a trend that zero drafts increasingly fall back behind the versions from previous years 
because of a more belligerent G77 (interviews 2, 14). 

Another frustration felt by global North delegates is that the G77 does not listen to them – that 
it does not have to, given that it has the majority of votes required to pass decisions8 of the 
General Assembly, and so “they push whatever they want” (interview 2). They feel that the G77 
can afford to ignore their submissions in negotiating processes, thus undermining the inclusive-
ness of General Assembly negotiations and introducing an element of power politics into what 
should be, at least to some extent, policy-oriented deliberations (interview 2). While dominating 
the funding of the UN (Baumann & Haug, 2024) – a form of influence that reaches far into the 
UN’s policies – global North delegates feel they are on the defensive in the General Assembly 
(interview 1). (However, it is worth mentioning that this sense of being powerless is also shared 
by G77 members who understand that a majority might be good to pass a resolution, but not to 
get it implemented – and global North member states can always discourage majority votes by 
threatening to ignore resolutions adopted that way).  

Global North delegates are also frustrated about the perceived G77’s narrow focus on financial 
gains. “The G77 applies the same solution to all problems: ‘more ODA’” (interview 28; also in 
2, 14). Drawing a parallel to psychological partner therapy, one can see attributions like “you 
always do this and that” as sign of a dysfunctional relationship. Yet, the allegation is not 
entirely baseless. It matches with the analysis of the G77’s official positions (see Figure 1). 
If we distinguish four types of positions related to i) the group’s own policy commitments; ii) 
demands for better representation in global governance; iii) proposals for new/reformed 
international regulation; and iv) demands for North-South resource transfers, then the latter 
accounted for 42 per cent of the word count in the South Summit outcome document of 
2024. (This analysis raises further questions, however: whether global North delegates “see” 
that there are other G77 demands that invite collaborative international approaches; and 
whether the G77 adequately articulates these other priorities in the General Assembly – the 
outcome document, for example, has a clear position on gender, but in the General 
Assembly, the G77 has been unable to agree on a position on gender, as Section 4 explains).  

                                                   
8 This applies to decisions on important issues such as recommendations on peace and security, the 

election of the non-permanent members of the Security Council and of the members of ECOSOC, the 
admission of new members to the UN, the suspension of the rights and privileges of member states, 
and budgetary questions require a two-thirds majority.  
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Figure 1: G77 positions in the 2024 South Summit outcome document 

 

Source: Authors, based on the South Summit outcome document (G77, 2024a). Created with Datawrapper. 

Notes: The graph displays the relative weight of four types of G77 positions in the 2024 South Summit outcome document 
as measured by a word count. Demands for North South-transfers figure prominently on the G77’s official agenda, while 
less space is given to proposals for new/reformed international regulation, demands for better representation in global 
governance and commitments of the group itself.  

2.3 The “tax resolution”: voting interests through  

As we turn to specific cases, the “tax resolution” (UN, 2023i) adopted in 2023 provides probably 
the most powerful illustration of the points discussed above and the new North-South reality at 
the UN. As far as we can tell, there has been no resolution from the Second Committee in recent 
years that made the expert community sit up and take notice in the way the tax resolution did. 
The tax resolution mandated the start of an intergovernmental process towards a binding 
international tax convention, which global North states did not want (interviews 2, 7, 27). The 
global South and civil society, however, celebrated it as “a historic victory delivered by countries 
of the global South” (Bou Mansour, 2023). For countries of the global North, it signified a 
dramatic loss of control at the UN; a failure to hold their “red lines”; and a departure from the 
consensus principle (interviews 14, 15). (While the UN Charter provides for General Assembly 
decisions to be adopted by voting, it has become customary practice to adopt decisions without 
a vote; votes are then only taken when no consensus can be achieved). This resolution would 
probably not have been possible in previous years, and the fact that it passed in 2023 indicates 
an escalation in the global South’s willingness to assert its interests. 

The background of the resolution is a decades-long struggle towards giving the UN a greater 
role in international tax cooperation. Suffering huge losses through illicit flows, in particular the 
African countries had for years advocated for upgrading the UN’s Tax Committee to an 
intergovernmental body. Tax cooperation has also been an ongoing issue in the Financing for 
Development process. In these processes, global North states had resisted the call for an 
effective role of the UN, arguing that the issue be better dealt with in the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) because of its expertise on tax issues. 
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Although developing countries were involved in the OECD process, they felt that they did not 
have a meaningful say in this global North-dominated group (UN, 2023b). The tax agreement 
previously adopted at the OECD in 2021 was criticised as “insufficiently inclusive and fair, 
especially concerning non-OECD member countries” (Amnesty International, 2023; also in 
Alonso, 2018). The tax issue can be seen as part of a longer tradition in efforts by global North 
states to keep economic and trade issues out of UN forums, a battle they have largely won after 
marginalising UNCTAD (United Nations Trade and Development) in the 1970s (Boutros-Ghali, 
2006, pp. 5-8; Hogan & Patrick, 2024; Toye, 2014). 

It is thus historically significant that, through the tax resolution, global South countries relying on 
their majority of votes challenged the marginalisation of economic issues and forced them back 
into the UN. The resolution was sponsored by Nigeria on behalf of the group of African states. 
It was adopted by 125 votes in favour with four G77 countries abstaining (Costa Rica, El 
Salvador, Peru, United Arab Emirates) and 10 not voting (eight small island states and two 
countries that had lost their voting rights, Afghanistan and Venezuela), and was rejected by 
virtually all global North states, with abstentions from Norway and Iceland only. Although an 
African project, the entire G77 membership supported the resolution through votes and words, 
with both Asian and Latin American member states making statements in support of it (UN, 
2024b). Global North delegates expressed surprise and shock at their loss of control (interviews 
1, 6). Their efforts before the vote to have the reference to a binding convention replaced by 
language on a non-binding “framework” were brushed off by the global South (Bou Mansour, 
2023). One delegate said the entire process left them “blindsided and frustrated” (interview 1).  

In the past, global North states have relied on the consensus approach to stop or water down 
important initiatives (interview 6). Global South states pushing ahead and tabling the resolution 
for adoption against global North resistance signalled not only a disruption of consensus-based 
decision-making (although technically speaking the vote was requested by the United States 
(US) which said it “could not join a consensus on the draft” (UN, 2023g, p. 20)).9 It also testified 
to a new willingness to put the global North on the spot. It remains open how global North states 
will engage with the policy process triggered by the resolution; typically, majority votes are 
pyrrhic victories, which the sponsors likely knew and the US and global North partners probably 
deliberately wanted in this case as the lesser evil. But nothing is sure in a crisis and, under a 
new global power balance, majority votes might not just serve to shame the opponent or 
undermine a policy; they might have to be taken more seriously than before, because the 
majority can also be a factor in the implementation process. In the case of the tax resolution, its 
proponents may also prove to be a significant force in the intergovernmental process mandated 
by the resolution.  

The defeat was particularly painful for global North states on the level of public discourse as 
shaped mainly by Western media and non-governmental organisations (NGOs). The public 
discourse was largely on the side of the global South (interviews 2, 7). Global North states were 
perceived as having a weak intellectual case for their defensive position (interview 13), and their 
negotiating approaches – reported attempts to obstruct the process, to “kill” proposals, the 
alleged lack of will to negotiate in good faith – became a matter to be discussed in newspapers 
(Financial Times, 2023). Perhaps worse than losing a vote, global North states thus felt that they 
no longer controlled the public discourse and the narratives, which post-colonial thinkers see as 
the deeper sources of power and domination. Commenting on the resolution, one African state 
explained that Africa was tired of the “narratives of local governance and corruption to explain 
the problems they faced” (UN, 2024b, p. 17). 

                                                   
9 However, this request came after Nigeria had requested a vote on the United Kingdom (UK) 

amendment, thus essentially forcing a vote on the resolution itself.  
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2.4 Summit of the Future: stalemate and disputes  

The Summit of the Future process, arguably the UN’s dominant topic in the period 2022-2024, 
provides another example of the existing discontent of the global South towards the global North, 
although with an opposite effect: Had the tax resolution put something in motion on an issue the 
global South wanted, then the Summit of the Future demonstrated the current limitations of 
global cooperation on an issue significant parts of the G77 did not want. It sprung from the Our 
Common Agenda process in which the UN Secretary-General presented his vision for improved, 
more efficient and inclusive multilateralism and measures to increase the participation and 
representation of the global South in the UN’s global governance platforms (interview 9). 
However, faced with political and procedural differences, preparations for and negotiations 
around the Summit, originally bound to take place in September 2023, became a venue where 
the global South’s demands were met with the unwillingness of the global North to commit to 
meaningful changes (interviews 8, 9, 12, 13). The G77, and specifically its more “radical” 
members together with Russia, also contributed to the stalemate (see Sections 4 and 5), 
hanging on to rigid positions and insisting on certain practices (for example, negotiating 
paragraph by paragraph behind closed doors) which slowed down the already complex and 
loaded process (Beisheim, 2024). 

The result was a protracted process that fell far behind the initial plans. The summit ultimately 
had to be postponed by one year until September 2024 at the request of the G77 (Beisheim & 
Weinlich, 2023; Lynch, 2023a). Additionally, in the first half of 2023, all preparations for the event 
were halted at the insistence of the G77, urging the UN and its member states to focus on 
development issues and the SDG (Sustainable Development Goal) Summit, instead of working 
on another parallel process. G77 countries were also rather pessimistic about the summit. They 
doubted that it could lead to substantive and meaningful reforms to the existing system and deliver 
on their key interests (interviews 8, 9, 12). The summit was seen as an initiative driven solely by 
the Secretary-General and influenced by global North-thinking. The global North for its part took 
a defensive position, not willing to give away control and offering more “cosmetic” changes 
(interview 10; also in 11).  

In terms of policy, the summit process revealed profound global differences. During consulta-
tions on the Summit and its main outcome document10, the Pact for the Future, the reform of 
the international financial architecture became a major contentious issue. There was a broad 
consensus among countries of the global South that they required increased participation in the 
international financial institutions and more available funding to address their climate and debt 
burdens. With greater self-confidence in recent years (Thakur, 2020, p. 307), but also with 
pressing struggles linked to increasing levels of debt, the G77 put respective demands on the 
table (see Passarelli & Justino, 2024; Gowan, 2024b) which were either not fully taken into 
consideration by the global North or not in a meaningful way. While the general sentiment of the 
global South is that reforms will not matter if the entire multilateral system is not reformed 
(interview 26), states of the global North did not seem to be prepared to make meaningful 
concessions on Southern representation, specifically in global economic governance. Although 
maintaining the official narrative about a need for more representation and a voice for the global 
South (interview 30; also, for instance, UN, 2022a, p. 25), global North states acknowledged 
that they did not want to relinquish power (interviews 15, 25) and sought to keep the status quo: 
“We have to show that the current system is able to meet the needs – that is our moment of 
truth” (interview 11).  

                                                   
10 The Global Digital Compact and the Declaration for Future Generations were adopted as annexes. 
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At the moment of writing, the second revision of the Pact for the Future draft was not very 
promising. Despite calls for “bolder actions” (South Africa11), “more operational and binding 
language” (Egypt), and “a pact of actions” rather than “a pact of good intentions” (Cameroon), 
the second revision has only increased in size and has fallen short of providing more concrete 
and actionable commitments (Surasky, 2024). The feeling in New York among delegates and 
observers was that, compared to 2015 when the 2030 Agenda was agreed, no similar diplomatic 
achievement would be feasible in the face of increased tensions that have to do with the broader 
political situation (which includes the war in Gaza), accusations of double-standards, and 
unfulfilled promises (interviews 8, 12, 13; Beisheim, 2024). One global North source noted the 
spirit of universality of the 2030 Agenda – an achievement that embodies the UN Charter’s “we 
together”, gives meaning to the High-Level Political Forum (a forum where all UN member states 
account for their national sustainable development efforts) and serves as the basis for searching 
for common solutions – seemed to have disappeared, whereas patterns of North-South 
confrontation are being revived (interview 14).  

2.5 Voting behaviour: a high degree of unity maintained 

After the qualitative insights presented above, we now turn to a statistical analysis of voting 
behaviour at the General Assembly. Voting is important to study because it provides a relatively 
objective measure of North-South antagonism at the UN, even though it can only capture a 
specific dimension of a larger phenomenon. An important starting point is the observation – 
briefly noted above – that, as per customary practice, most General Assembly resolutions are 
adopted by consensus, that is, without a vote. It is only in cases where member states do not 
achieve consensus on a draft resolution that a vote may be requested (as was the case with the 
tax resolution). Resolutions are then adopted by a simple majority of members “present and 
voting” (UN Charter, Art. 18, 3).12 From this, we can derive a proxy for the degree of North-South 
antagonism: The more divided member states are, the more votes we can expect. We analysed 
voting since 2015, considering resolutions from all five General Assembly committees.  

As can be seen from Figure 2, the number of votes climbed to a maximum of 110 in 2018/2019 
(the 73rd regular session of the UN General Assembly), before falling back to approximately 
where it was in 2015. The increase of 35 resolutions decided by voting compared to 2015/2016 
appears moderately significant. It represents an increase of approximately 10 per cent given an 
average of 321 resolutions adopted every year.13 It also coincides with the emergence of more 
assertive language around this time, as noted above. A partial explanation, pointing in the same 
direction, might come from increased G77 activity. If we focus on the subset of resolutions 
sponsored by the G77 itself (depicted in orange), we also see an increase from 5 in 2015/2016 
to 15 in 2018/2019, again followed by decline. This can only be a partial explanation, though, as 
the 10 additional G77-sponsored resolutions cannot fully account for the increase in the 35 
resolutions adopted by voting. Whatever we can say about the increase, there also seems to 
have been a normalisation in recent years. At the time of writing, it is not clear where the longer-
term trend is headed.  

                                                   
11 This, along with the following references to Egypt and Cameroon, are from the informal consultations 

on the Summit of the Future, 15 May 2024, available at https://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k1n/k1noa92u89  
12 Except for some categories of “important issues” such elections of members to the Security Council 

where a two-third’s majority is required (UN Charter, Art. 18, 2). 
13 The total number of resolutions adopted by consensus or by voting each year remains relatively 

constant around the average of 321 resolutions per General Assembly session; the maximum (347) 
was reached in 2018/2019, the minimum (305) in 2015/2016. 

https://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k1n/k1noa92u89
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Figure 2: Resolutions adopted by vote  

 

Source: Authors’ calculations, based on UN Digital Library information. Created with Datawrapper. 

Notes: The columns show the number of UN General Assembly resolutions adopted by voting based on regular 
sessions of the General Assembly. The orange segments show the number of resolutions that have been sponsored 
by the G77 and adopted by voting (the overall number of G77-sponsored resolutions is bigger). The data suggests a 
moderately significant, but temporary, rise in North-South antagonism, as far as voting is concerned.  

Our analysis comprises resolutions from all five Committees, as noted above. When we 
disaggregate G77-sponsored resolutions by the committee of origin,14 we find that most of them 
come from the Second Committee, which represents the G77’s main area of influence in the 
General Assembly (see Figure 3). This indicates that the North-South antagonism does indeed 
play out in mainly the economic and financial field and is not driven by human rights or security 
issues.  

                                                   
14 The committees are organised thematically: the First Committee discusses disarmament and inter-

national security affairs; the Second, economic and financial affairs; the Third, social, humanitarian, 
and cultural affairs; the Fourth, special political and decolonisation affairs; and the Fifth, administrative 
and budgetary affairs. 
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Figure 3: G77-sponsored and adopted resolutions by committee of origin  

 

Source: Authors’ calculations, based on UN Digital Library information. Created with Datawrapper. 

Notes: G77-sponsored resolutions according to the General Assembly committee from where they originate. A small 
number of resolutions was directly presented to the General Assembly plenary (represented in grey). This analysis 
confirms that the North-South antagonism centres on economic and financial issues, the realm of both the G77 and 
the second committee.  

Voting data also allow us to analyse the unity of the G77, which is another proxy for North-South 
antagonism. A more united G77 will generally mean a higher degree of polarisation. To measure 
the group’s unity, we look at the “defection ratio”, a concept suggested by Iida (1988). Both 
against-votes and abstentions15 are counted as defections from the group position. The 
calculation of the defection ratio is simple: Following Iida (1988, p. 377), the total number of 
defections in the General Assembly is counted for a given session and then divided by the 
number of resolutions adopted by voting and the number of G77 members present in the 
General Assembly. Multiplying by 100 gives the percentage. We only consider adopted 
resolutions, but not votes on amendments and resolutions that did not receive a majority. An 
objection might be that, in this model, defections are measured not against the G77 position 
(which strictly speaking cannot be known from voting data) but against the resolution itself. 
However, the two scenarios are typically the same, except for the rare circumstance where a 
minority of the group votes with global North states against a G77 position (see subsection 4.2.2 
for such a case). In general, the G77 wins votes (the question is only: with what margin?), and 
if a resolution has no prospect of getting passed, a vote would generally not be requested in the 
first place by either the G77 or global North members.  

                                                   
15 Abstentions can have different causes: They can be a way of avoiding a politically inconvenient 

against-vote, but they can also result from a lack of guidance from capital or capacity (and the inability 
to adopt an informed position). Following Iida, we did not include absences in the calculation of the 
defection ratio. Member states may stay absent for the same reasons they abstain, but generally the 
inability to participate will play a bigger role than political considerations.  
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Figure 4: G77 members’ defection ratio 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations, based on UN Digital Library information. Created with Datawrapper. 

Notes: Defection ratio of the G77 in General Assembly resolutions, based on the methodology of Iida (1988). The 
lower the defection ratio, the higher the group unity. On average, only 10 per cent of the G77 defect from the presumed 
group position (red line). The defection ratio drops to approximately 3 per cent when only G77-sponsored resolutions 
are considered (grey line). 

As we can see from Figure 4, there has been a fairly consistent degree of group unity over the 
last decade. The average defection ratio is approximately 10 per cent when we consider all the 
resolutions voted on, and 3 per cent when referring only to G77-sponsored resolutions voted on 
in the General Assembly. It is not surprising that, when the group sponsors a resolution, it is 
more united in terms of its voting behaviour. There is no significant trend in the defection ratio, 
meaning that states of the global North faced a fairly united G77 when it came to voting. It would 
be difficult to explain this unity if not through the effect of group politics. While the ups and downs 
are small compared to the overall level of unity, it is noteworthy that the year with the lowest 
defection ratio (2019/2020, or the 74th session) was also the one in which the group sponsored 
the most resolutions (see Figure 3). That particular year coincided with the start of the COVID-
19 pandemic and the discussions on global access to vaccines and medical treatments. This 
points to an observation made by a G77 delegate that global crisis tends to strengthen the G77’s 
unity (interview 8). 
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Figure 5: Variation in G77 members’ defection ratio 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations, based on the UN Digital Library information. Created with Datawrapper. 

Notes: The graph shows the number of resolutions per session that were adopted with high, medium and low G77 
unity (defined through defection ratios below 5 per cent, between 5 and 10 per cent, and above 10 per cent). The 
scourge of high-unity resolutions in 2018/2019 is notable, as is the reversal in 2022/2023.  

We can add further nuance to this analysis by zooming in on the defection ratio. We distinguish 
three categories of resolutions based on defection ratios below 5 per cent, from 5 to 10 per cent, 
and above 10 per cent. This corresponds to resolutions on which the G77 can be said, based 
on the 10 per cent average defection ratio, to display comparatively high, average and low unity. 
As Figure 5 shows, there is a significant increase in high-unity resolutions that went up in 
2018/2019 but have been on the decline since, and in particular during 2022/2023, the last 
General Assembly session covered by our analysis. Complementary to that, low-unity 
resolutions have been relatively few over the last decade but rose sharply in 2022/2023 – 
however, it is too early to see if this indicates a permanent trend. Overall, the trend so far 
confirms the “rise and fall” pattern of North-South antagonism noted in the statistical analysis 
above. A full explanation of this voting pattern is beyond the capacity of this study. The swelling 
and ebbing of global crises might play a role, as noted above, but also intra-group dynamics 
related to the leadership of G77 chairs (see Section 3). The main take-away from the entire 
voting analysis is that the G77 continues to show a consistently high degree of unity when it 
comes to voting. This speaks to the North-South antagonism in the UN General Assembly. 

Interim conclusion 

The analysis in this section shows that North-South relations have become more fraught in 
recent years, and to a concerning degree. Trust is at a low point and frustration at a high point, 
on both sides. Global North delegates feel the G77 does not listen and is not available as a 
partner for constructive problem-solving. G77 member states advance identical claims about 
the global North. While one could dismiss these issues as unavoidable features in the search 
for consensus among the UN’s 193 sovereign member states, the analysis we provided 
indicates that the global dialogue has worsened in recent years to a point of significant 
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dysfunction. If we distinguish process and policy, there appears to be an element of unnecessary 
confrontation, caused by group politics, whereas the interests of both sides are perhaps not as 
irreconcilable as they seem, or at least only on a small set of issues. Indeed, there are also 
notable successes in the global dialogue, such as the ground-breaking resolution on artificial 
intelligence (AI) in 2024, which was co-sponsored by the US and China, adopted by consensus 
and which established the UN’s global governance role in this area (Lederer, 2024). Yet, as 
much as this example provides a positive perspective, for the moment it seems to be the 
exemption that proves the rule.  

The growing North-South antagonism, and the frustrations it brings, may be symptoms of global 
power shifts, and they might also not be entirely separate from growing East-West geopolitical 
tensions. As the convergence in global economic power has been a major underlying factor in 
shaping global political relations in recent years (see Figure 6), it would not be a surprise to see 
it percolate into the UN setting. We might then interpret practices like “blunt deletions”, 
dismissals of the consensus principle, rhetorical blaming, attacks on opponents’ red lines, and 
so on as power games that test the opponent’s strength and willingness to hold his ground and 
through which, step by step, the power balance shifts. If that assessment is correct, then the UN 
has indeed become a battleground on which global power shifts make themselves felt (Haug et 
al., 2024; Heine, 2023; Hogan & Patrick, 2024; Ikenberry, 2024; Thakur, 2020). 

Figure 6: Change in the share of global GDP 

  

Source: Authors’ representation, based on UN Statistical Yearbook (UN, 2023a) 

Notes: The graph shows the economic convergence of the OECD (a proxy for the global North) and the “rest” (Non-
OECD), a proxy for the G77. This convergence is both significant, compared over the last 15 years, and incomplete 
given the gap that still exists.  

Yet, confrontation is not without alternatives. One can disagree about everything, but still 
maintain the mechanisms of cooperation needed to bridge differences and manage more 
complicated relationships. It requires self-restraint from both sides to check the self-reinforcing 
tendencies of antagonism. As one source (from the G77) reflected, conflict also creates a 
“comfort zone”, as the common opponent unites the group (interview 20). But giving in to the 
temptation of conflict will not help solve problems, and any unity that comes out of it will be 
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shallow and difficult to put towards constructive purposes. The need for cooperation continues 
under a new balance of power. With that, we turn to the internal decision-making of the G77 to 
analyse how it is prepared to contribute to an “effective multilateralism”, to cite an expression 
from the Our Common Agenda process (UN, 2021b, pp. 4, 67; HLAB [(High-Level Advisory 
Board on Effective Multilateralism], 2023).  

3 The G77’s internal decision-making 
This section explores the procedural aspects of decision-making in the G77. In principle, this 
could be a simple affair: According to a G77 delegate we interviewed, there is “no defined 
procedure” (interview 8). Delegates come together and decide by consensus. Yet, the absence 
of formal rules does not make the process any simpler. To the contrary, decision-making in a 
134-member group is inherently complex, as the consensus-approach invites the emergence of 
informal practices. Inconspicuous details of the process, such as how information flows, or who 
is in charge of facilitating processes, can then have a significant influence on the outcome. The 
question that guides this section is to what extent the G77’s largely informal processes conform 
to the ideal of inclusive decision-making through consensus. Inscribed in the consensus-
approach is the assumption that the inclusiveness of the group’s decision-making is a factor for 
its unity and strength. Decisions that emerge from an inclusive deliberative process will carry 
more weight and legitimacy compared to a process in which a faction of the group takes things 
into their own hand. The latter can still result in a forceful external representation of the group, 
but one that fails to meet the group’s own aspirations and falls short of its role in aggregating 
interests for negotiations in the General Assembly. 

3.1 Structure of the group 

Before we delve into decision-making processes, we begin by reviewing the basic structure of 
the G77 as it presents itself today. The “supreme decision-making body” of the G77 is the South 
Summit, a relatively late innovation in the group’s history.16 Such summits happen irregularly, 
with the first one taking place in 2000 (in Cuba), and two subsequent ones in 2005 (Qatar) and 
2024 (Uganda). Other summits during the last decade took place in 2014 on the occasion of the 
group’s fiftieth anniversary (Bolivia) and 2023 on the topic of science, technology and innovation 
(Cuba) and climate change (United Arab Emirates). An immediate insight becomes apparent 
from the – until recently – relative rarity of summit meetings: As the top leadership of government 
is only involved in a limited way, the group does not operate at the same political level as the 
African Union, the G20, BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South America) or other clubs 
that hold annual summits. Ministerial Meetings are more frequent. In 1977, the tradition of the 
annual meeting of ministers for foreign affairs before the UN General Assembly High-level Week 
was introduced (Sauvant, 1981, p. 80). In addition, special Ministerial Meetings may take place 
but appear to be even rarer than summits judging from the G77’s official website and the list of 
“major meetings” presented there. 

The group has regional “chapters” at various UN locations, specifically in New York, Geneva, 
Vienna, Rome, Washington (the Group of 24), Nairobi, and Paris (the latter two appear inactive). 
The regional G77 chapters operate independently of the New York chapter. They elect their own 
“chairpersons”,17 have their own secretariats, and there appears to be minimal coordination 
among them. Their relevance varies. The chapters in Geneva, where historically the G77 

                                                   
16 See the website of the G77 https://www.g77.org/doc/  
17 In the G77’s Rome chapter, not member states, but individuals are listed as “chairpersons” (G77, 2024c).  

https://www.g77.org/doc/
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originated within the context of the UN Conference on Trade and Development (Sauvant, 1981), 
and Vienna are political forces in their own right, whereas the one in Rome (which we covered 
through field research) provides the example of a rather thin G77 presence. In Rome, the G77 
holds one meeting a month where it seeks to build “common understanding” on agenda items 
discussed in intergovernmental bodies (interviews 20; also in 23), but it rarely goes so far as to 
produce a joint statement. In fact, one G77 source from Rome recounted that they had only 
seen two G77 statements in the past four years (interviews 24). That contrasts with the New 
York chapter where, by default, the G77 assumes a leading role particularly in General 
Assembly negotiations related to economic and development issues (Second Committee) and 
regarding the UN’s regular budget (Fifth Committee).  

The Chair of the G77 in New York is held by the diplomatic mission of the respective member 
state. The G77 chair rotates on a regional basis. The region whose turn it is to chair the G77 for 
the upcoming year is responsible for nominating a country from within their region. This 
nomination process typically occurs through informal consultations “on the basis of a country’s 
identification with the work of the Group of 77” (Sauvant, 1981, p. 78). The chair is then formally 
designated “by acclamation” (G77, 2023c) in the annual Ministerial Meeting and assumes office 
in mid-January of the following year. The period of office is one year, which speaks to the group’s 
aspiration of being inclusive as no country can develop a permanent hold on the chairmanship. 
A small secretariat located in the UN headquarters building supports the group, mostly through 
administrative support functions (interviews 12, 26). The political coordination is the 
responsibility of the chair. It might be assumed that, with its size of 134 members from all world 
regions, the group would have sub-divisions with their own coordination processes, but this is 
not the case. There are neither formal nor indeed informal regional groupings in the G77, and 
those loose alliances that do exist, such as the least developed countries or small island states 
groups, are not recognised as subgroups. The G77 in New York is just one big group.  

The list of past G77 chairs in New York deserves some attention (see Table 1). It has been 
noted in interviews with sources from the global North that most of the G77 chairs do not exactly 
fit the description of a typical developing country (interviews 7, 11). Chairs seem to fall into two 
groups that stand out either by their relatively high degree of geopolitical entanglement such as 
Egypt, Pakistan, Cuba, Palestine, Sudan, Yemen or (and sometimes overlapping) as rather 
smaller countries such as Jamaica, Antigua and Barbuda, and Guyana – countries that because 
of their smallness may be trusted for their neutrality, but have little diplomatic capacity and may 
be susceptible to external pressure. Global North states do not always fully understand what 
one delegate referred to as “curious choices” of the chair (interview 11). They assume that the 
group’s raison d’être is founded in the desire for economic development and a fairer international 
system (see Swart & Lund 2011, p. 20). Yet, none of the countries that positioned themselves 
as supporters of the Summit of the Future process18 – if that is an indicator for an interest in 
multilateral solutions – were appointed as chair during the last two decades. The sentiment we 
gathered from global North sources is that the choice of chairs has not always helped to inspire 
trust in the group. This might to a certain extent be intentional, in the sense that the G77 may 
deliberately appoint chairs known for their willingness to take a hard-line stance against the 
global North.19 Internal mistrust and regional rivalries might explain why the group, or regions in 
the group, rarely select more powerful members.  
  

                                                   
18 For example, Viet Nam, Namibia, Costa Rica or Colombia according to one source (interview 9). 
19 This is perhaps an explanation why, according to one perplexed interview partner, the G77 put forward 

Saudi Arabia as the negotiator on gender: because Saudi Arabia has stronger positions than most 
G77 countries on the topic (interview 1). 
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Table 1: Past chairs of the G77 (New York chapter)  

1990s 2000s 2010s 2020s 

1990 - Bolivia 
1991 - Ghana 
1992 - Pakistan 
1993 - Colombia 
1994 - Algeria 
1995 - Philippines 
1996 - Costa Rica 
1997 - Tanzania 
1998 - Indonesia 
1999 - Guyana 

2000 -  Nigeria 
2001 -  Iran 
2002 -  Venezuela 
2003 -  Morocco 
2004 -  Qatar 
2005 -  Jamaica 
2006 -  South Africa 
2007 -  Pakistan 
2008 -  Antigua and 
    Barbuda 
2009 -  Sudan 

2010 - Yemen 
2011 - Argentina 
2012 - Algeria 
2013 - Fiji 
2014 - Bolivia 
2015 - South Africa 
2016 - Thailand 
2017 - Ecuador 
2018 - Egypt 
2019 - Palestine 

2020 - Guyana 
2021 - Guinea 
2022 - Pakistan 
2023 - Cuba 
2024 - Uganda 

Source: G77 (2024d)  

3.2 Consensus-based decision-making 

The defining feature of the G77 and one of its proud traditions is its commitment to making 
decisions by consensus without exception, a principle officially stipulated in 1979 during the 
fourth Ministerial Meeting (Iida, 1988). As noted above, even the chair is appointed by a 
consensus decision. The consensus method is well-established in social and political decision-
making, and we will start this discussion with some conceptual remarks. Consensus comes with 
egalitarian and inclusive aspirations and is often adopted as an integrative mechanism in 
otherwise loosely connected groups. In an ideal scenario, consensus “develops when all views 
have been heard, understood and considered, and a decision emerges that each party can 
accept or can live with” (Rietig et al., 2023, p. 222). The consensus-approach should therefore 
be inclusive, leaving no one behind. Consensus also means that there are formally no winners 
and losers, which lends legitimacy to a decision reached in this way.  

In practice, however, the consensus-method opens the door to certain shortcomings. By its 
definition, consensus should not be confused with unanimity (everybody holding the same 
position or voting the same way) – this would render the concept impractical as it would make it 
impossible to go beyond the smallest common denominator. In the UN context, consensus is 
therefore “understood as the absence of objection rather than a particular majority” (UN, s. a.; 
UN, 2005, p. 457). In UN climate framework negotiations, there typically comes a point where 
negotiation leaders determine whether all parties are on board or, if not, are willing to “stand 
aside” (Rietig et al., 2023, p. 222). Consensus thus means the absence of formal objections. 
However, without a formal process – or even the inclusive deliberation leading to that point – 
the consensus approach can fall short of the ideal of a “sincere process of adjustment” (NAM 
[Non-Aligned Movement], quoted in Sauvant, 1981, p. 17) and lead to decisions that are 
significantly unrepresentative of the collective stance of the group. 

Without a quorum, for example, “absence of objection” can mean that a minority – or hypo-
thetically even just one party – determines the decision. An unregulated process of consensus-
based decision-making also opens the doors to social pressure, benefiting the more influential 
and conflict-prone members of the group. Weak members might be afraid to speak freely and 
challenge the more powerful interests in the group. Consensus can mean the “steamrolling of 
smaller powers by the dominant interests” (Narlikar, 2002, p. 175). It is therefore not to be 
confused with democratic processes of guaranteed voice and representation. Rather, it can 
become a vehicle for the more powerful members to capture and speak on behalf of the group. 
A striking example took place at the General Assembly itself, where, in the 1980s, the US 
pressed for the application of the consensus method in negotiations on the UN’s regular budget, 
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thereby ensuring that it could not be outvoted by a majority from the global South (Swart & Lund, 
2011, p. 16; Laurenti, 2008, p. 689).  

These pathological elements seem to be at play in the G77 as well, where the challenge of 
merging the interests of 134 member states under almost anarchic conditions is immense. In 
terms of organisational set-up, the only rule that seems to apply is that delegates need to be in 
the room and participate in the exchange if they want to influence decisions. This works in favour 
of countries with larger capacities. The group does not have a mechanism that would allow 
members to submit comments or proposals by digital means. There are generally no virtual 
meetings. There are also no protocols taken and shared, which may encourage frank exchanges 
in the room, while disadvantaging those outside (Sauvant, 1981, p. 17). All this results in limited 
participation. The factual number of those actively engaged in decision-making appears to be 
much smaller than the group’s total membership. Some of our sources said that, in New York, 
only a core group of 10 members are really engaged in G77 decision-making (interview 13); 
others estimated 15 (interview 14) or “less than 30” (interview 2). The specific countries that 
were named at least seem to ensure some basic regional representation.20 A similarly small 
circle exists in Rome, where only 20 members were said to participate in meetings (interview 
20). This suggests that there is an in-group within the G77 acting as an informal executive board 
and a larger out-group that is only sporadically involved and may be insufficiently informed to 
understand the political dynamic behind each decision-making process (interview 29). While in 
the 1970s the G77 had a 27-member working group (“Group of 27”) that prepared decisions for 
the plenary based on the latter’s mandates (Sauvant, 1981, p. 76), we heard nothing in the 
interviews to the effect that today’s small circle operates on the basis of an agreed delegation 
of tasks and within a defined accountability structure.  

G77 coordination appears to be a time-intensive process. Consultation meetings take place 
almost daily, according to the UN’s meeting schedule displayed in the General Assembly 
building, and in relation to ongoing negotiations. “We can talk for hours about one para”, a 
source from the G77 said (interview 12). Meetings often run late into the early morning and the 
weekend (interview 26). Even global North delegates have noted that for the G77, it “can take 
days and weeks to agree” on something and return to negotiation (interview 11; also in 15, 
16). Such lengthy deliberations speak to the difficulties of bringing diverging interests together. 
They also seem to suggest that, despite the limited number of members involved in active 
decision-making, the group’s diversity plays out in these processes (see Section 4). In 
situations where the G77 struggles to reach a common position, the chair can be asked to 
offer a ruling, but this was said to happen rarely as the chair is expected to play a facilitating 
role only – the chair position does not have delegated authority to make decisions on behalf 
of the group (interview 12). Discussions typically take place at the level of experts but can also 
be raised to the level of ambassadors to resolve points of contention (interview 26). Either way, 
an immediate implication of lengthy deliberations is that “the resulting positions are not likely to 
be very flexible” (Sauvant, 1981, p. 17).  

The process of bringing the group together also depends on the leadership credentials of the 
chair. According to our sources, there is considerable variance in how G77 chairs have con-
ducted their functions in recent history (interviews 5, 27). It was noted in interviews that, during 
the last part of the SDGs negotiations, the G77 leader at the time – the permanent representative 
of South Africa – was a widely respected man of great skill, thematic competence and a natural 
authority who managed to steer the group well while also acting as a trusted bridge to global 
North member states (interview 27). The same was said about the Namibian co-facilitator in the 
2030 Agenda process (interview 7). The more recent chairs – Egypt, Pakistan, and Cuba – had 
a reputation for a more vigorous, less inclusive leadership style that was said to have caused 
some unusual discontent in the group (interview 28).  

                                                   
20 The “active ones” were said to include Cuba, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, China, Pakistan, Colombia, Brazil, 

Senegal, Trinidad and Tobago (interview 2).  
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It can be helpful for heuristic purposes to contrast the decision-making processes in the G77 
with those of other groups in the UN (see Box 2). One is the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), 
created in 1961 by (mostly) global South states as a forum that would help them keep away 
from Cold War bloc politics and advance their common economic interests. Compared to the 
G77, and based on official sources, the NAM has stronger vertical and horizontal differentiations 
that should be factors for inclusion and accountability: it has Ministerial Meetings that review the 
implementation of summit decisions; a coordinating bureau that holds the threads together; and 
working groups that report back to the coordinating bureau. It was suggested by a source from 
a NAM/G77 member state that the three-year tenures in NAM allow the chair and coordinators 
to understand topics better and to be more effective in their second and third years (interview 
26). Greater expertise may translate into more pragmatic decision-making, a factor against 
politicisation. Another group is the EU. In the context of the General Assembly, the EU runs a 
rather lean structure without much differentiation (in that aspect it is similar to the G77), but with 
three notable differences to the G77 (interviews 11, 16, 31): First, the chair role does not rotate 
but rests with the EU delegation, which is embedded in an organisation that holds considerable 
expertise on issues from which burden-sharers also benefit. Second, the coordination does not 
require in-person presence; this means that members can submit positions efficiently in writing. 
Third, there is an information system that ensures that all parties, present or not in New York, 
are constantly well-informed about negotiation processes.  

Box 2: Decision-making arrangements in other UN groups 
Decision-making in the NAM 

The NAM is in many respects similar to the G77. Founded only three years earlier, with no formal 
structures as well, it is just slightly larger with a membership of 144; most of these overlap with the 
G77. It is the other important global South alliance in the UN with a focus on security issues but 
overlapping on economic issues – the latter is represented by a Standing Ministerial Committee on 
Economic Cooperation (NAM, s.a.). Yet, despite the similarities, NAM’s decision-making is very 
different. The NAM has a summit every three years, and two ministerial ones every year – one just 
before the UN General Assembly High-level Week, the other in the course of the year. “The 
Ministerial Conference is held for the purpose of reviewing the development and implementation of 
decisions of the preceding Summit, to prepare for the following one, and to discuss matters of 
urgency.” (NAM, 2006, p. 3) The chair, appointed on the basis of regional rotation, serves for three 
years. NAM has a small Coordinating Bureau composed of Permanent Representatives in New York. 
There are 8 working groups, each chaired by one member state for a period of at least three years 
(NAM, 2006, p. 12). These groups serve as coordination structures and are mandated to provide 
regular reports on their activities to the Coordinating Bureau. NAM has in the past set up an ad hoc 
panel of economists for advice on key challenges. There are also contact groups and task forces. The 
Coordinating Bureau is stronger than the G77 secretariat and has in the past been mandated to conduct 
studies for the group (NAM 2006, p. 9). 

Decision-making in the EU 

The European group with its 27 members is much smaller than the G77 and comprises a relatively 
homogeneous set of countries that are also bound together by the EU’s supranational structures. 
Coordination is provided by the permanent delegation of the European Union; the relevant staff do not 
rotate on an annual basis and have the support of a reasonably well-staffed mission, with additional 
expertise being supplied by the EU’s headquarters in Brussels. The process of coordinating common 
positions for negotiations is based on written inputs by member states to the EU coordinator, who then 
integrates these inputs into a common position. In-person meetings are not part of the routine. Member 
states may run EU “lines to take” through state capitals (interview 15). Where the EU coordinator 
cannot resolve differences among member states, the issue will be raised to the level of ambassadors. 
There is systematic reporting back from negotiations in various formats (specific to negotiations, but 
also through weekly briefs) to member states in New York and to capitals, including the EU 
headquarters in Brussels where EU member states also deliberate on UN policies. 
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3.3 The issue of diplomatic capacity 

Another factor restricting equal representation in the G77 is the limited diplomatic capacity of 
Permanent Missions in New York. “The issue of bandwidth is real”, as one close observer noted 
(interview 13; also in 27). Although it affects all Permanent Missions, including global North 
countries, the problem of insufficient staff numbers is particularly acute for many developing 
countries. For them, it can mean losing their ability to participate in the G77’s decision-making. 
The demand for diplomatic capacity appears staggering. A delegate from a small developing 
country explained that it would take 50 per cent of her weekly worktime simply to sit in all regular 
G77 coordination meetings (interview 12), and then there are meetings around negotiations that 
can run late into the night and into weekends. With so much time being absorbed by meetings, 
delegates have little capacity left to immerse themselves in substantial issues. Their capital will 
also often not provide support to them. The Summit of the Future process, with its series of 
lengthy reports issued by the Secretariat, presented a particular challenge (not only) for smaller 
missions – there simply was no time to digest all this information. 

This has implications. Lack of capacity translates into exclusion and reform-averseness in all 
UN-related matters. Some delegates may feel that a certain matter has relevancy for their 
country, and yet they cannot engage. “I can’t argue with G77 colleagues on artificial intelligence,” 
one G77 delegate allegedly complained, because he had neither received a set position from 
his capital nor had a sound analysis on this topic (interview 27). Yet, artificial intelligence is a 
prime example of a policy issue that affects all countries and where in particular smaller ones 
should have an interest in rules that are not dictated exclusively by the leading economies 
(interview 27). Observers of UN processes see a larger pattern in how a simple lack of capacity 
ends up having an outsized impact on group positions, and that dynamic was on display during 
the Summit of the Future preparations in 2023 and 2024: unable to fully analyse an issue, 
developing countries allegedly “automatically” defaulted towards established concepts, 
opposing reform even when, in the opinion of pundits, a proposed reform should have been in 
their interest (interview 3). Or they effectively gave up engaging with the G77 (interview 2), 
leaving decision-making to those member states that had more capacity to engage. For sure, 
some G77 members will simply trust the G77 to represent their interests, but for others, their 
absence from the process is not voluntary and they do feel their inability to have their interests 
represented against opposing views and/or more influential members (interview 9, 12). During 
the Summit of the Future process, it appeared that a relatively small in-group defined the G77’s 
hesitant position in the early formative stage while, behind the scenes, several countries told 
people in the Secretariat and global North delegates that they had a much more open attitude 
towards the Summit of the Future process (interview 9).21 

There have been attempts to support smaller countries. On specific issues, coalitions of small 
developing countries, think tanks or NGOs and global North member states have closely worked 
together. Through such forms of cooperation, developing countries benefit from the expertise of 
(global North) think tanks and diplomatic support from global North member states. Even small 
forms of support, such as dispatching interns from New York-based universities to small missions, 
can give these missions the capacity to monitor negotiations and stay informed (interview 27). 
These unconventional forms of North-South cooperation may not be practical for all thematic areas 
– on some issues, the interests of small countries may not sufficiently overlap with global North 
interests to have a productive collaboration at the level of states (but there will always be think 
tanks and NGOs arguing for the global South’s interests). Nevertheless, these examples speak to 
the potential benefit of working across group-divisions and together with non-state actors.  

                                                   
21 Global North member states also struggle with capacity issues but seem to have greater trust that the 

Secretary-General, whom by default they generally support, steers the process in the right direction 
policy-wise (with the exception of international financial institutional reform). 
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3.4 General Assembly negotiations 

The production of positions cannot be viewed entirely separately from negotiations at the level 
of the General Assembly. There are usually several rounds of negotiations, during and in 
between which the groups have to adjust their positions. The interplay of two consensus-based 
systems – the G77 and the General Assembly – seems to lead to a potentiation of difficulties, 
and it can also produce its own shortcomings. With several dozens of resolutions to be 
negotiated every year, the chair cannot always represent the group itself. Often, it needs to rely 
on burden-sharers from the group. The set-up for negotiations is thus that the G77, facilitated 
by the chair, selects a delegate from its ranks to be the (internal) coordinator and negotiator for 
a specific process. According to one source from the G77, there is no mechanism for appointing 
negotiators; “whoever volunteers” because of an interest in the topic will get the job (interview 
5). Other members of the G77, and in particular a delegate from the mission that holds the chair, 
might be present in negotiations but will typically not engage (interview 14). Apart from the G77 
negotiators, there are negotiators from the EU, Canada, Australia, New Zealand (referred to as 
“CANZ”), the UK, and the US taking part in General Assembly negotiations.  

Two issues came up in our interviews regarding the G77’s role in General Assembly nego-
tiations: the rigidity of the G77 positions, and concerns about the imperfect representation of 
group interests. The first is almost a logical implication of difficult internal decision-making 
processes: once positions are agreed through a long and tortuous process, there is a high 
premium placed on defending them in negotiations. From what we heard, G77 negotiators do 
not have authorised fall-back positions, or margins for compromise (interview 11). The inflexi-
bility of G77 negotiators appears to be one of the major factors in rendering General Assembly 
negotiations protracted and frustrating processes. It irks global North partners that the G77 is 
quite “rigid”, placing a high emphasis on retaining agreed language (interview 1). According to 
our sources, negotiations then frequently reach a point where the G77 negotiator needs to go 
back to the group to get compromises approved, triggering another round of (often lengthy) 
internal coordination. During the negotiations on the political declaration of the SDG Summit in 
2023, the group apparently negotiated until four in the morning (interview 7). Both global North 
and G77 delegates pointed out that G77 negotiators often find themselves in a very tight spot, 
where they have “a harsh time asking for changes” in the group which – because of the diversity 
of interests – comes with a strong status-quo orientation (interview 2; also in 1). In contrast to 
the G77, EU negotiators have positions that always include a margin for compromise, giving 
them more flexibility (interview 11). 

However, the issue is probably not unique to the G77, and some context is in order. According 
to Swart and Lund (2011, p. 126), G77 delegates have in the past also complained that global 
North states dispatch relatively young and unexperienced delegates to UN negotiations who do 
not have the gravitas required to strike a compromise and sell it to their group and/or capital. 
The rigidity of G77 positions, and their impact on decision-making in the General Assembly, is 
thus just one piece in a larger puzzle that also includes the constant expansion of policies 
discussed in the General Assembly, the capacity this growing diplomatic agenda requires, and 
the consequent inability of any member states to participate in all of these processes at 
adequate seniority.  

The other concern goes back to the representational deficits of the group and the space this 
opens up for national interests. This is a matter that is not entirely clear-cut, and we start the 
discussion by citing global North perspectives. A frequent allegation made by the global North 
is that G77 negotiators infuse group positions with national interests, often with the result of 
unduly prioritising controversial geopolitical issues over more genuine, development-related 
interests (interviews 15, 23). Cuba, in particular, was accused of mixing national interests 
(specifically: the issue of “coercive multilateral measures”, UN parlance for sanctions) with group 
interests (interviews 1, 2, 7, 9, 11, 12, 23). With such alleged representational deficits, it was not 
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lost on global North delegates that the group’s positions were often “more fragile than it might 
seem” (interview 15), something that also seems to be reflected in the G77’s defection ratios 
when it comes to voting (see Section 2). In one instance from the formative phase of the 
preparatory process for the Summit of the Future, the chair (Cuba) requested a stop to the 
consultations by sending a letter to the co-facilitators – allegedly, not even the Namibian co-
facilitator, a member of the G77, had been informed, while behind the scenes other G77 
delegates criticised that behaviour to people in the Secretariat and global North colleagues 
(interviews 9, 10, 16). Another case comes from Rome: In an election matter, which was about 
the chair position of the FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations)’s 
Committee on Constitutional and Legal Matters, the chair of the G77 chapter in Rome advanced 
a candidacy from Venezuela but, when a global North country requested a vote, it turned out 
that the G77 did not support the G77’s official candidate (interviews 16, 22, 30). Another source 
shared an anecdote where she found a position advanced by the G77 negotiator so far off from 
what she assumed to be the group’s position that she called other G77 members into the room 
to provide some balance (interview 2).  

If such imperfections result in weak G77 positions that global North members may attempt to 
break, they can also result in missed opportunities for finding common ground. Another variation 
of the concern about the faithful representation of interests pertains to how delegates represent, 
or do not represent, their national interests. Global North delegates and observers shared 
experiences of how a G77 member state diverged drastically from what they thought they knew 
about national policies of the G77 members (interview 2, 14, 25; see also Swart & Lund 2011, 
p. 123). That allegation is difficult to prove (statements take place in informal settings). Yet, our 
sources said they were “absolutely sure” about incidents in which G77 delegates diverged from 
what they (our sources) heard a minister or government document express at their capital 
(interviews 25, 27). One source also noted that she sometimes could not make sense of why 
certain positions had been adopted, noting that policies of a member state could change rapidly 
as the respective representatives assumed or left their positions in New York (while the 
government itself remained the same) (interview 27). The assumption behind these observa-
tions is that the real interests between global North and developing countries are often perceived 
to be much closer than they appear under the influence of group politics, where members of the 
group can hide behind group positions. For global North members, all that speaks to the notion 
of a diplomatic bubble in New York that operates with insufficient accountability and generates 
erratic behaviour.  

For context, there are different degrees in how delegates are connected to capitals.22 Some 
permanent missions receive instructions on all relevant matters from their capitals. With others, 
it is a matter of personalities and their expertise where the centre of gravity in decision-making 
settles. Finally, there are the permanent missions of small countries which do not have the 
capacity to support their missions in New York in the same way that global North member states 
do. Our sources also pointed to specific explanations that illustrate the difficult positions a G77 
delegate might occupy at the UN. In Rome, it was suggested that FAO management held a 
considerable sway over delegates from the global South. The FAO leadership was apparently 
not shy to “report” an inconvenient delegate to the capital, leading to that person’s demission 
and return to the capital, or to reward delegates, and their countries for that matter, with an FAO 
development project (interview 35). Delegates may also censor themselves as they seek jobs 
with the UN, thus putting their personal interest over the interest of their country. Third, the entire 
process of give and take, on which group unity depends, might lead to shifts in positions. It is 
part and parcel of group politics that members defend their collective interests even in cases 
where it diverges from the national interest. It would make the coordination of the group much 
more difficult if all G77 delegates only acted on specific instructions from their capitals (Swart & 
Lund 2011, p. 16).  

                                                   
22 This section is partly based on previous field research (Baumann, 2018).  
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In the past, states from the global North have reached out to developing country capitals in order 
to bypass “loose” delegates in New York or to try to influence these capitals as a way of shaking 
up rigid G77 positions. Swart and Lund report an incident in 2009 in which the EU reached out 
to capitals over negotiations on the methodology for the regular budget because it thought the 
G77 was “particularly inflexible on this issue”. However, this initiative apparently “caused a great 
deal of anger among those Missions concerned” (Swart & Lund, 2011, p. 13). Another remedy 
can be to request voting, on the assumption that delegates – then subject to scrutiny by the 
public and their capital – have to align with national interests or, where processes in other 
regional G77 chapters are concerned, with positions taken in New York (interview 16). 

Interim conclusion 

The challenge of adopting common positions in a group of 134 sovereign member states should 
not be underestimated. The way the G77’s consensus approach operates – informal, ad hoc 
coordination with limited participation from group members – ensures a somewhat practical 
approach to this challenge. Not every G77 member has to engage fully on every topic, and that 
already is a big asset. The friction involved in the decision-making process suggests that basic 
representation works. Yet, one cannot simply dismiss the imperfections of the group’s decision-
making process as unavoidable or even desirable. For many G77 members, their lack of direct 
involvement in the group’s decision-making process reflects not so much a trust that things work 
out in their way, as an inability to participate in a more substantial manner. The imperfections 
are also not just the result of the complexities of decision-making in a large group, but to some 
extent they result from organisational arrangements that one of our sources from within the 
group characterised as “medieval” (interview 12), because they put too many demands on 
member states’ diplomatic capacities. The system might have worked well when the group was 
much smaller but appears dated now. The implications are far-reaching. The group’s 
representational imperfections can undermine its credibility and legitimacy in the eyes of the 
G77’s counterparts, and they also make the group prone to a kind of rigidity that at best 
strengthens its negotiation position but may also be detrimental to the ability of the General 
Assembly to find common solutions to common problems. It thus undermines those assets of 
group politics needed to manage the rising tensions described in the previous section.  

4 The struggle for unity in the face of diversity  
Early documents of the G77 celebrate the group’s unity and the sense of hope and solidarity it 
conveyed. In fact, the G77 emerged out of the experience of unity during the first UNCTAD 
conference in the 1960s, a unity forged by the “common interest in a new policy for international 
trade and development” (G77, 1964, para 5). In recent decades, the promise of strength through 
unity has become more difficult. The group has grown to 134 members, and this expansion in 
membership along with uneven economic and global developments has exposed the group to 
new centrifugal forces. Some observers have pointed to the possibility of disintegration of the 
G77 in the face of unmanageable diversity (Puchala et al., 2007, p. 103). Yet, the group still 
exists, and not only on paper. It has held its membership (only five countries have left the G77 
since the 1990s23) and shapes UN discourses and policy processes, as Section 2 has made 
clear. Hence, we turn our attention to the factors that hold the group together and examine how 
the group reconciles diverging interests – or fails to do so. We provide a conceptual account of 

                                                   
23 Mexico (1994) and South Korea (1997) when they joined the OECD; Malta, Cyprus (2004) and 

Romania (2007) when they joined the EU. Palau was briefly a G77 member from 2002 to 2004. OECD 
membership does not automatically terminate G77 membership. Chile, Colombia and Costa Rica are 
both G77 and OECD members.  
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group unity and its limitations, before identifying four practical avenues of how the G77 reaches 
decisions. Four empirical cases then demonstrate how these avenues may play out in practice.  

4.1 Unity in theory: centrifugal forces and solidarity 
mechanisms 

To illustrate the diversity of the G77 in the 21st century, it may be useful to compare it to the 
EU. The EU comprises 27 member states and, despite stark differences in size, these countries 
are all high-income countries, market economies, and democracies (some with deficits). Most 
importantly, they are united in an international organisation that has supranational elements and 
strong normative foundations and that defines their position in the world. Compared to that, unity 
is a daunting affair for the G77. Its 134 members differ on every state category and metrics in 
use today: country income (low, medium, high); geographic position (landlocked or not); 
geopolitical inclination (West versus East); government system (autocracy versus democracy); 
political stability (peaceful versus conflict-ridden); debt situation; climate-affectedness, and so 
on. On many of the issues, the divergence has increased in recent years. In terms of poverty, 
for example, persistent poverty in the least developed countries co-exists with emerging 
economies with solid middle classes (Kharas, 2023; UN, 2023h). An autocratic backlash in 
recent years has accentuated the fault line with democracies (Carothers & Press, 2022; 
Freedom House, 2022). The BRICS expansion in 2023 revealed tensions between a group 
around China and Russia that embrace anti-Western stances, whereas others, like South Africa, 
India, and Brazil, are keen to simply strengthen their independence (Ashby et al., 2023; Garcia-
Herrero, 2024; Grimm, 2023).  

From previous analysis on the G77, we know that attempts to analyse the G77’s overall course 
in terms of any of these fault lines are futile (Lees, 2021; Swart & Lund, 2011). The group is not 
anti-democratic per se and, given the economic diversity it contains, one would today no longer 
describe the G77 as “a kind of trade union of the poor” as global South leader Julius Nyerere 
did in the 1970s (Sauvant, 1981, p. 9), even though demands for North-South-transfers remain 
a priority (Vihma et al., 2011, p. 317; see Section 2). On each topic that comes on the agenda 
in the UN, a different combination of intra-group fault lines will emerge. Some of these fault lines 
are reflected in the emergence of informal subgroups in the General Assembly, giving rise to 
the phenomenon of “group politics” (Farrell, 2017; Laatikainen, 2017). These subgroups include, 
for example, the longstanding Small Island Developing States Group; the more recently founded 
Group of Friends in Defense of the Charter of the UN;24 or the African Group (as an example of 
a regional group). These groups represent forms of coalition-building and perform certain 
functions that are similar to those of the G77, which is the largest among them: they are spaces 
for information-sharing, for brokering positions, and act as platforms to advance common 
interests and visibility at the UN (Laatikainen, 2017, p. 133). Having a smaller membership can 
make these functions easier to realise, and the subgroups more effective.  

Unsurprisingly, the emergence of subgroups was cited as a tangible threat to G77 unity by our 
sources (interviews 7, 20, 25, 27, 29). A former G77 chair noted their “tendency to break away” 
from the group, complicating the search for consensus (interview 8). Subgroups can be a 
platform to build alliances with global North states on specific topics (interview 3). Some groups 
are known to represent opposing interests – for example the Small States Group, which has an 
interest in effective multilateralism, and the group Friends of the Charter with its focus on 
sovereignty and non-intervention (interview 18). As subgroups grow along with diversity in the 
G77, they can lead to a more fragmented and less relevant group similar to the G77 chapter in 
Rome, where regional groups are much stronger, and where, according to several sources, 

                                                   
24 This group emerged in 2021 and has its own website https://www.gof-uncharter.org/  

https://www.gof-uncharter.org/
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“nobody from the global South wants to be represented by another G77 country” (interview 22; 
also in 20, 21). Yet, the emergence of subgroups also holds a potential for a more vibrant and 
inclusive G77, in which subgroups strengthen the voice and representation of minorities while 
not necessarily undermining the group’s unity. In fact, the voting analysis does not show a 
decline in unity over the last decade. Rather, it remains consistently high (see Section 2). 

This requires attention to what unites the group. Generally, the principle of any alliance is that, 
together, member states can be more effective in the pursuit of their common interest against 
external actors than if members act alone. Yet, the growing diversity in the group and the 
emergence of relatively strong actors (such as China and other regional leaders) suggests the 
need for a more differentiated account of solidarity. Based on the literature, we present three 
theoretical models that help to create a more nuanced understanding of what keeps the group 
together – and where the limits of this unity are. The first two models are adopted from Iida 
(1988), the third from social psychology literature. While these three models may not exhaust 
explanatory approaches,25 they provide three diverse accounts of group unity. 

i) Community of shared interests: Scholars have argued that developing countries are marked 
by two challenges, external economic vulnerability and internal political weakness, from which 
arise shared interests (Iida, 1988, p. 382):  

Highly dependent on the world economy, the developing countries are subject to outside 
economic disturbances. In addition, they are not strong enough internally to make 
adequate domestic adjustments. Since internal solutions are very difficult, Third World 
states seek external remedies and try to turn international regimes from liberal to 
authoritative ones that can provide more stable and predictable transaction flows. 

We find an expression of that shared interest in the G77’s first declaration that invoked the 
“common interest in a new policy for international trade and development” (G77, 1964, para 7). 
And it was given a powerful expression by Nyerere (1979, p. 5): “What we have in common is 
that we are all, in relation to the developed world, dependent – not interdependent – nations. 
Each of our economies has developed as a by-product […] of development in the industrialized 
North”. However, at the time this analysis was made (“Third World” was the accepted term in 
the 1970s), the economic diversity of the group was already seen as constituting explanatory 
weakness, and with the growing diversity in the group, the common interest explanation is 
becoming even more difficult. But it also holds a prediction: strong unity is to be obtained only 
in matters that are, by and large, priorities for the entire group. In recent history, climate seemed 
to be one such area (interviews 23, 26; see also Urpelainen, 2012; Vihma et al., 2011). Another 
area is global governance reform that also includes the issue of North-South transfers, as noted 
in Section 2. 

ii) Institutionalised reciprocity: The second model stresses reciprocity as a way of fostering 
solidarity in anarchical contexts (Iida, 1988, p. 386). Reciprocity describes quid pro quo practices 
in which parties exchange support for their respective priorities. This creates solidarity as long 
as the give and take delivers better results than what parties can achieve acting outside the 
group. As Iida points out, this kind of unity only works on the basis of diffuse reciprocity. If actors 
conceive of group membership in purely transactional terms and eagerly tally the costs of 
supporting others in order not to be disadvantaged, reciprocity would spiral down as actors lose 
trust in each other. Reciprocity as a factor of solidarity therefore only works over longer periods 
and when it is guided by a generous attitude through which parties build a reputation of being 
supportive to the group. When we asked a delegate about her country’s support for resolutions 
that struck us as being fairly unrelated to the country’s national interests, the delegate said, “we 

                                                   
25 While the role of leadership from individual group members could be a fourth model (Iida, 1988), we 

discuss it in the next section where we focus on the role of power.  
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do it to show solidarity to other countries” and because she assumed that at some point in future, 
her country might need support from the group (interview 12). Other sources also confirmed that 
“no G77 member wants to let go of the reciprocity and mutual support; often, they are willing to 
tolerate a lot [of] what the group advances as they in other instances depend on the support of 
the group” (interview 27; also in 14). Analytically, reciprocity can explain the continuity of unity 
when common interests and common ideological sources start to wear off. It can also explain 
the length of official G77 documents, where some positions reflect more the individual interests 
of member states rather than common interests. With more active subgroups, quid for pro 
practices might become more prevalent. Yet, reciprocity as an instrument to safeguard a self-
interest reaches a dead end when the interests are mutually exclusive (Sauvant, 1981, p. 17).  

iii) Intergroup dynamics: This model is based on social psychological theory and explains 
intragroup solidarity as a function of external conflict (Böhm et al., 2020; Iida, 1988, p. 395). 
Despite the enormous diversity of the G77, all its members share similar historical experiences 
of colonialism, poverty and marginalisation in the international system out of which evolved the 
unity of the global South as an “indispensable instrument” to achieve a better international 
position against the global North (G77, 1964). The focus on the global North as “the other” 
permeates G77 documents (Alden et al., 2010, pp. 3-4; Swart & Lund, 2011, p. 149). From the 
start, the group understood its main purpose and the root of its solidarity as stemming from “a 
unity of opposition” against an “existing Center of Power”, rather than of any normative ideal 
(Nyerere, 1979, p. 4). Unity is then a generalised purpose, as it “protects them from being played 
off against each other” (Sauvant, 1981, p. 18). This model can explain an equally generalised 
norm of unity that makes defection costly, no matter what the policy at hand is about. Our 
sources indicate that G77 members can indeed come under intense pressure when they break 
away from group positions.26 This model can also explain why the group is more united in times 
of global upheaval and confrontation – “the group thrives on crisis”, as a G77 delegate noted 
(interview 8) – despite rising levels of diversity. 

4.2 Unity in practice: ways to reach a decision 

While these three concepts provide explanations of unity, and how unity can be maintained in 
the longer arch of history, they tell us little about how the process towards a group position looks 
like. Hence, the question arises: How does the struggle between diversity and unity play out in 
practice? Where does the G77 currently fall between these two poles? Conceptually, we start 
where we left off in Section 3. As the consensus-method is prone to shortcomings, it makes 
sense to zoom in a bit more and differentiate avenues towards decision-making outcomes. 
Based on our field research and informed by the existing literature on the G77’s decision-
making, we identify four possible avenues towards decision-making outcomes. One or a 
combination of them can help understand how the group reaches – or fails to reach – positions.  

i) Failure to agree: Not all differences can be reconciled, and the result of a decision-making 
process can be the decision that the group simply has no common position. The failure to bring 
internal negotiations to a successful end might even be more common than the G77’s reputation 
for unity suggests. The members of the group are then free to speak in their national capacities 
in General Assembly negotiations (interviews 8, 26). Failure to agree is most likely when one or 
a combination of all three solidarity mechanisms do not work: lack of a genuine common interest; 

                                                   
26 Some said that “bullying and pressuring plays a great role” and that those who go against the group 

“face the risk of being iced out” (interview 25); smaller countries were said to have exercised particular 
restraint under Cuba’s assertive leadership of the group (interview 28); on gender, the Latin American 
states had, according to one source, faced massive backlash and “saw their role in the G77 diminished 
after they had spoken out on gender” (interview 2). All this plays out more at the personal level, where 
delegates may face the ire of colleagues (interview 9).  
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a low level of intergroup antagonism; and unwillingness to reciprocate in the face of a strong 
national interest. Sometimes, the existence of these factors is clear, either from history or 
political factors, and the group will not even try to reach a position to avoid a highly divisive 
experience (interview 8). 

ii) Overriding opposition: Conflicts of interest can also be resolved by overriding the positions 
of group members. This seems to require leadership, or at least power politics, in the sense of 
having a dominant actor or subgroup that uses various forms of power to muscle through a 
particular solution (Iida, 1988, p. 383-386; also see Section 5). Such leadership might come 
from the “radicals” in the group or individually powerful countries. It can also result in 
“maximalist” positions, when moderate voices are excluded. Although power play is present in 
this avenue, the benefits of maintaining group unity and, with it, the prospect of being on the 
other side the next time – that is, expecting reciprocity – will generally soften the blow for those 
being overridden.  

iii) Veto playing: Another route to consensus observed in the G77 stems from exercising vetoes. 
If the above-mentioned avenue of overriding suffers from taking too few interests into account, 
this avenue suffers from the inclusion of too many interests, in particular the vetoes of specific 
members. It manifests itself in (failed) efforts by members to use the G77 for advancing their 
interests, but at the cost of having them watered-down to a point where the effort defeats the 
purpose. One source from a small state complained that its more progressive proposals related 
to debt got “killed” by other members (interview 12), and another, larger country, similarly had 
to backtrack on a proposal deemed constructive, at least in the eyes of global North sources 
(interview 28). One influential actor in the group that “opposes everything” on a specific topic, 
such as climate, can be enough to condemn the group to generality (interview 22).  

iv) Bypassing the group: Limited prospects of going through the group can prompt states to 
bypass it, while counting on the group’s solidarity once a draft resolution has been submitted to 
the General Assembly. Our sources suggested that the more important a matter is for a country, 
the less likely they are to go through the group (interviews 1, 12). The sponsors of a resolution 
then essentially create a fait accompli: they retain full control over the content, but then put the 
group’s solidarity to the test by demanding a vote in the General Assembly. This avenue comes 
with the dangers of alienating other G77 members. However, in a process of give and take, a 
more expensive “take” today can also result in a stronger “give” tomorrow, thus still serving to 
bring the group together. Additionally, the intergroup dynamics can encourage the rest of the 
group to show solidarity.  

We now (re)turn to four recent cases in which the G77’s unity was tested. Two of them have 
been mentioned in Section 2 (Summit of the Future and tax resolution), where – based on the 
assumption of the G77 as a unitary actor – they served as examples of growing North-South 
tensions. Here, we focus on internal divisions within the G77 and how they were (not, or 
imperfectly) resolved. The other two (gender and civil society engagement), while related to the 
Summit of the Future, touch on longstanding neuralgic points in the North-South relationship in 
the UN.  

4.2.1 Summit of the Future: opposing subgroups and a case-by-case unity  

The Summit of the Future not only pitted the G77 against the global North, as noted in Section 
2, it also tested the G77’s unity. Member states signalled diverging priorities, and soon major 
fault lines began to emerge, leading to the formation of competing subgroups and highlighting 
the fragmentation of the G77.  

Two major groups, hosting different G77 members and other states, emerged early in the 
process (Beisheim, 2024; Gambale, 2024; interviews 14, 18). On the one hand, the Like-Minded 
Group, led by Pakistan, emerged as a strong and active voice. As of January 2024, it comprised 
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17 members,27 among them Cuba, Venezuela, Iran, Egypt (and Russia, as a non-G77 member). 
China sometimes joined the group’s statements. The Like-Minded Group held conservative and 
to a certain extent revisionist positions on issues such as human rights, gender equality, 
sanctions, and stakeholder engagement in the UN (Beisheim, 2024). It put national sovereignty 
at the forefront of its concerns, which helped understand their positions on various aspects of 
the Pact for the Future. As evident from the analysis of informal consultations on the Summit,28 
one of the group’s key positions was that the attention directed to human rights, gender equality, 
and multilateralism in the Pact for the Future overshadowed topics that it saw as more important 
for the global South, in particular poverty eradication, infrastructure, and combating hunger. 
Behind this is the group’s treatment of the UN as a purely intergovernmental organisation of 
sovereign states: the Like-Minded Group was pushing back against the involvement of other 
stakeholders across UN processes and strengthening of the Secretariat (Beisheim, 2024; 
interviews 13, 18), fearing it would reduce the role and power of member states in the 
organisation (interview 15). Fitting with its conservative domestic agenda and the importance it 
puts on sovereignty, the group also expressed a strong opposition to the inclusion of more 
progressive human rights and gender language, advocating instead for the maintenance of a 
clear separation between the development and human rights pillars of the UN (see informal 
consultations on the Summit of the Future; also Pakistan, 2024).  

On the other side, the Small States Group, consisting of 55 members from both the global North 
and South (Gambale, 2024), emerged as an important voice in reaction to the Like-Minded 
Group. The Small States Group is spearheaded by Singapore, a vocal supporter of the Summit 
of the Future process. The Group saw the Summit as an effort to strengthen multilateralism, and 
as small states, they perceived multilateralism to be in their interest (interview 18) and 
themselves as its “defenders” (Gafoor, as cited in Gambale, 2024). Although not a negotiating 
bloc, it did take positions on the Pact for the Future (Gambale, 2024). Specifically, it focused on 
issues like strengthening human rights and promoting gender equality, as well as on pushing 
for stakeholder engagement in UN debates and increased transparency, seeing these as tools 
for making multilateralism more democratic, effective, and aligned with today’s global policy-
making needs. The main cleavage between the Like-Minded Group and the Small States Group 
was the way they view the UN: as a mere platform for sovereign states or as an independent 
actor respectively (interview 18). 

While the Small States Group was a big proponent of the Summit of the Future, the Like-Minded 
Group was rather sceptical (interview 9). When the co-facilitators of the Summit, Germany and 
Namibia, planned the adoption of the resolution on the scope of the Summit for August 2023, 
the Like-Minded Group requested the extension of negotiations of the resolution text until 
September 2023. Some of its members broke the “silence procedure” of a co-facilitators’ first 
draft of that resolution, forcing negotiations to continue. Prior to that, Cuba, a member of the 
Like-Minded Group and Chair of the G77 at that time, requested on behalf of the G77 that 
preparations for the Summit be halted, arguing that many different processes were happening 
at the same time, including the SDG Summit, and that the UN must focus on how to better 
advance the implementation of the SDGs. Allegedly, Cuba had not properly consulted with G77 
members on this (interview 16; see also Section 3). Behind the scenes, various different 
members of the G77 expressed their support for the summit along with their frustrations about 
how Cuba had handled it (interview 9). However, there was also a general agreement in the 
G77 that the SDG Summit deserved due attention (Lynch, 2023a). 

                                                   
27 Based on the statement delivered by Pakistan on behalf Algeria, Bolivia, China, Cuba, Egypt, Eritrea, 

Iran, Iraq, Libya, Nicaragua, Nigeria, the Russian Federation, Sri Lanka, Syria, Venezuela, Zimbabwe, 
see https://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k13/k131jwybc8 

28 More information is available at http://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k13/k131jwybc8 

https://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k13/k131jwybc8
http://webtv.un.org/en/asset/k13/k131jwybc8
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Given the existence of such diverse preferences regarding the Summit of the Future and its 
content, it is no surprise that the G77 failed to present a common position on some critical topics 
(interview 36). Specifically, the group failed to agree and did not negotiate as a group on 
international peace and security and youth and future generations (interviews 9, 14, 26, 28). On 
security, this can be explained by the fact that divisions were too great to be reconciled (interview 
18). As described by an expert, the Like-Minded Group was particularly difficult in this regard 
(interview 9). The group criticised quite extensively the second revision of the Pact for the 
Future, stating that the section on international peace and security should address the “real 
challenges” of peace and security, such as “violations of the UN Charter and international law, 
great power rivalry and geopolitical tensions and their disproportionate impact on developing 
countries”. It also listed “receding trust, eroding multilateralism, foreign occupation, the use of 
force, unilateral coercive measures and injustice against nations” as the main causes of these 
challenges (Pakistan, 2024, p. 3). The G77 also appeared to be genuinely unable to find con-
sensus on the youth and future generations part of the Pact. Youth participation is considered 
by the Like-Minded Group to be at risk of becoming an instrument of the global North to promote 
its agenda on gender and environmental issues (Beisheim, 2024). On the transformation of 
global governance, the G77 only had a partial common position.  

However, on issues around the collective desire among the group to focus on the SDGs (G77, 
2023a) – and in particular on issues of poverty and development – the group achieved a certain 
unity. The group found a common position on the parts of the Pact concerning sustainable 
development and financing for development, demanding fairer representation (see G77, 2023b, 
2024b). Additionally, the G77 negotiated as a group on science, technology and innovation, and 
digital cooperation, which was the topic of the G77 summit in 2023 (interview 18). The group 
demanded that the Summit of the Future should not introduce any modifications to the SDGs, 
either directly or indirectly, by creating new goals. Instead, it demanded a focus on combating 
poverty and hunger, a position that was made clear by the representative of Brazil during the 
discussion on the Summit of the Future modalities resolution: “We already have a multilaterally 
agreed framework to tackle our development challenges – the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development […]. Our current crises, such as the rise in food insecurity and the deterioration of 
living conditions, among others, illustrate that this is a time to highlight the centrality of the 
Agenda and to accelerate its implementation, not to overshadow it by creating new agendas” 
(UN, 2022b, p. 17). However, even on the issue of the IFI (international financial institution) 
reform – key to the G77’s strategic priorities – the group had diverging positions regarding how 
to negotiate on this, with the poorest states and the Small States Group calling for pragmatic 
bargaining and members of the Like-Minded Group such as Pakistan, Venezuela, and 
Nicaragua seeking in coordination with China and Russia to “expand the discussion to highlight 
the damage done by unilateral US and EU sanctions to the global economy” (Gowan, 2024b). 

To sum up, the Summit of the Future process proved fairly divisive for the G77: not only was it 
marked by the strong presence of opposing subgroups, but the group as a whole also did not 
negotiate together on all parts of the Summit’s outcome document. When it did negotiate as a 
group, united by a common interest and a rather high intergroup antagonism (reform of IFIs, 
and the lack of commitment to meaningful transformations from the global North, respectively), 
it resorted to a kind of least common denominator, demanding reform but still disagreeing on 
how to negotiate the desired result.  

4.2.2 Gender: stalled progress amid opposing factions 

Another major division in the G77 relates to women’s rights and gender equality, a field where 
the UN has developed global norms over the last decades and set ambitious goals in the 2030 
Agenda (SDG 5). Several of our sources pointed out that the G77 does not have a common 
position on gender because of the starkly diverging positions of its member states. This is not 
entirely correct. In principle, the G77 does have a position on gender: the Third South Summit 
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outcome document, for example, includes an item on “gender equality and the elimination of 
discrimination and violence against women” (G77, 2024a). In the General Assembly, the G77 
sponsors the biennial resolution “Women in Development”. Yet, the topic has proven highly 
divisive for the G77 in recent years, pitting the Latin American faction of the G77, which on 
women rights and gender equality is mostly aligned with global North states, against the rest of 
the G77, and in particular, the more conservative African and Arab members.  

The latest such dispute erupted around the most recent iteration of the “Women in Development” 
resolution (UN, 2022c). The G77 introduced a draft resolution in which a paragraph from the 
previous resolution (UN, 2019) had been removed. This paragraph centred on “multiple and 
intersecting forms of discrimination”, a concept that has roots in the UN World Conference for 
Women (Beijing 1995) and essentially says that women are often subject to several forms of 
discrimination simultaneously (Nedera, 2023; UN, 2017b). In reaction to this “blunt deletion” 
(see also Section 2), an amendment was introduced that sought to return the language on 
“multiple and intersection forms of discrimination” to the resolution (UN, 2023g). Referencing 
national experiences, a Colombian delegate argued that the concept of multiple discrimination 
provided a “truly transformative lens that responded to the needs of those who faced multiple 
obstacles, including as a result of their origin” (UN, 2023g, p. 24). In opposition to that, other 
G77 states, mostly from Africa and the Middle East (Algeria, Cameroon, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, 
Nigeria, Saudi Arabia, but also Indonesia), rejected the amendment as a digression away from 
the resolution’s focus on economic issues and “towards a non-consensual human rights 
agenda” (UN, 2023g, p. 26). Some also pointed out that the amendment would go against their 
national legislation, an aspect which can present additional complications for any normative 
issue discussed at the UN.  

The amendment was adopted by 90 votes (mostly Latin American G77 members and global 
North states) to 62 votes (the remainder of the G77, including China) (UN, 2023g, p. 24). It was 
one of the rare examples where, in General Assembly decisions, parts of the G77 voted together 
with the global North, defeating the internal majority of the G77 (37 G77 members had voted in 
favour, 60 against). The amended resolution itself was nevertheless adopted by consensus 
(member states that had voted against the resolution disassociated themselves from the passed 
amendments). Another, quite similar dispute unfolded a year later when Mexico – at that time 
still planning to re-join the G77 – introduced a resolution on women rights, criticised by some 
G77 members as an unnecessary “duplication” of the “Women in Development” resolution (UN, 
2024a, pp. 8-18).29 In this resolution, which also contained references to multiple discrimination 
(without using this language), a faction of the G77 successfully introduced an amendment that 
– in a highly unusual move – transferred the issue to the Third Committee that deals with social 
and human rights issues (UN, 2024a, pp. 8-18). 

The gender case study example demonstrates how a formal, though generic, G77 position can 
break up when it is put to the test. One faction of the group wanted to go further than the agreed 
position, and another used the opportunity to go back a step. According to our sources, those 
on the conservative side put pressure on the Latin American countries behind the scenes. One 
source likened the internal disputes to “epic showdowns” (interview 25). The advocates for 
women rights and gender equality, in particular Colombia and Costa Rica, were said to have 
found themselves sidelined and their role in the group diminished (interviews 2, 7, 13, 15). This 
suggests that there was an attempt to override a significant faction of the group, though in the 
end, as neither side could persuade the other, the group failed to reach a common position. The 
G77 neither supported the amendments nor the resolutions themselves, leaving it to member 
states how they would position themselves. The overall result from these two episodes leaves 
a picture of the G77 battling against itself, one faction overriding the others: in the first instance 

                                                   
29 Resolution “Achieving gender equality and empowering all women and girls for realizing all Sustainable 

Development Goals”.  
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(the “Women in Development” resolution), the Latin American states had carried the day, though 
in terms of policy, the resolution finally adopted just confirmed the status quo of its predecessor. 
In the second instance (the resolution sponsored by Mexico), the rest of the G77 had 
successfully deflected a normative issue away from the Second Committee, winning a vote 
against their Latin American fellow G77 members. One interview source suggested that the 
conservative forces had taken “revenge” for their previous defeat (interview 2).  

4.2.3 Civil society engagement: unbridgeable diversity  

Tensions also exist regarding civil society’s participation in UN processes. The UN Secretary-
General had flouted some specific proposals “to increase opportunities for engagement by civil 
society and other stakeholders across all the intergovernmental organs” for a more “effective 
multilateralism” (UN, 2021b, pp. 79, 77). And while these proposals were not advanced in the 
Secretary-General’s policy briefs that expanded on key reform issues identified in the Our 
Common Agenda report, a reference to the engagement of civil society appeared in the zero 
draft for the Pact of the Future.30 This triggered a dispute in the General Assembly where 
member states held opposing views on the question, and the default line also ran right through 
the G77. A number of members that were wary of expanded civil society roles published a 
statement in which they explained their concerns. In that letter, which was also supported by 
Russia, they argued that NGOs were an inherently “Western” phenomenon, because only rich 
countries had the “excess resources” to sustain them, and that they were “proxies for trans-
national corporations and foreign governments [...] used to promote politicisation, selective and 
punitive approaches, in benefit of national agendas from a few developed countries” (Belarus et 
al., 2024, p. 2). Civil society organisations (CSOs) are thus viewed by this group as potential 
threats to state sovereignty and as vehicles for global North influence. 

This prompted a joint response, delivered in the form of a statement from the Dominican 
Republic on behalf of 58 countries from Europe and the G77 (the latter including the G77 
members Dominican Republic, Costa Rica, Timor-Leste, Vanuatu, Cabo Verde). The statement 
refuted the critical view of civil society and instead argued that civil society organisations “serve 
as essential partners in advancing shared goals and promoting accountability. They represent 
the voices of the people and communities for which the UN gathers to reaffirm human rights, in 
the dignity and worth of the human person” (Dominican Republic, 2024, p. 2). The letter then 
points to recent experiences where civil society supported smaller countries, “in particular LDCs 
[least developed countries]”, in defending their interests, thus bringing a balancing element to 
the discussions. The tax resolution is a case in point, where Nigeria highlighted the “indis-
pensable” role of civil society for creating “more robust and effective approaches” (UN, 2024b, 
p. 6). In the G77, Costa Rica has built itself a reputation as an advocate for promoting civil 
society participation at the UN, arguing that civil society organisations provide valuable 
expertise, represent marginalised voices, and enhance the legitimacy and effectiveness of UN 
decision-making. Another representative from a small G77 country observed in our interview the 
importance of the “informed citizen” as a “new player in international relations”: 

Citizens are informed and engaged in a way that they never were 40 years ago […] 
when there was no understanding in the foothills of Namibia of what was happening in 
Indiana, in the US. Now we know immediately […] what another country is doing and 
how that affects them where they are. And so, exerting that influence so that their 
governments are then required to reflect their values is I think the force that is yet to be 
unleased and that will help to bring us back into balance to make sure that our values 
are the preeminent consideration when decisions and policies are being made 
(interview 29).  

                                                   
30 See, in this connection, the UN website on the Summit of the Future https://www.un.org/en/summit-

of-the-future (accessed 29 August 2024). 
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There are also the regional heavyweights Brazil (though not under the tenure of President 
Bolsonaro) and South Africa, that were not part of the statement but nevertheless are known for 
supporting a more open UN. A third group of G77 members holds a middle-ground position that 
can vary depending on the context. India, for example, sometimes supports greater civil society 
involvement in UN discussions on sustainable development issues, but it can be more cautious 
regarding security-related matters.  

This conflict was not resolved by a consensus or in favour of either party to the conflict. The G77 
has no official position on civil society. It is a clear case of the failure to agree on a common 
position. The latest G77 Summit Document does not mention civil society once (G77, 2024a). 
Rather, member states were de facto given space to follow their own preferences. Judging from 
the evolution of the draft of the Pact for the Future, the progressive camp seems to have gained 
the upper hand in the process. Whereas the zero draft of February 2024 had just one thin 
reference to civil society, the revision of July 2024 had four, more specific, references (UN, 2024c).  

4.2.4 Tax resolution: bypass to a G77 position 

As mentioned in Section 2, the 2023 tax resolution (UN, 2023i) represents a win for the global 
South in the General Assembly (though one with an uncertain outcome). It delivered a significant 
initial breakthrough on international tax cooperation. However, that win did not come as the 
result of coordinated action within the G77. Although the group had a position on tax cooperation 
– in 2015, the annual Ministerial Declaration for the first time “reiterated the need to fully upgrade 
the Committee of Experts on International Cooperation in Tax Matters into an intergovernmental 
body” (G77, 2015, para 51) – this position did not cover the demand for a binding international 
convention. Strong tax cooperation was first and foremost an interest of African countries that 
are most affected by uncontrolled illicit flows (interview 7). It was not a priority for G77 members 
from other regions. The Ministerial Declaration of 2023, which set the G77’s course for the 78th 
General Assembly (2023/2024), only “reiterated” the general demand “to strengthen 
international cooperation on tax matters” through an upgrade of the Tax Committee, but again 
did not go beyond that (G77, 2023c).  

The breakthrough came when the African Group adopted a policy option offered by a report of 
the UN Secretary-General. This option was about a binding international “convention”, which 
the report outlined next to the option for simply an international “framework” (UN, 2023f). Nigeria 
then sponsored a draft resolution on behalf of the African Group that mandated the start of an 
intergovernmental process towards an international convention (UN, 2024b). Formally, the 
entire process took place outside the G77 which did not make a group statement during the 
debate on the resolution. When the UK proposed an amendment that would have taken out 
the term “convention”, Nigeria requested a vote which resulted in the defeat of the amendment 
with a G77 majority of 107 votes to 55, with 16 abstentions. On the draft resolution itself, the 
G77 majority was even larger with 125 votes to 48 and 9 abstentions. Not a single G77 
member voted against it, and only four G77 members abstained (Costa Rica, El Salvador, 
Peru and the United Arab Emirates). A few G77 members were absent. G77 members from 
Latin America and Asia supported the resolution through statements made in the debate. 
Singapore offers a particularly striking case of G77 solidarity: The country had voted for the 
resolution despite laying out a range of concerns that closely reflected the criticism global North 
states advanced against the resolution.  

In sum, the process around this resolution took place outside the G77 but ended with a massive 
show of G77 solidarity for the African initiative. Moreover, two months later, in early 2024, the 
outcome document of the G77’s South Summit officially appropriated the African position, 
stating that “we look forward to the successful completion of the process initiated by the 
resolution ‘Promotion of inclusive and effective international tax cooperation at the United 
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Nations’ and calls upon all countries to continue to participate and negotiate in good faith” (G77, 
2024a, para 54). 

Interim conclusion 

Two insights relevant to debates – or rather, myths – about the G77 emerge from the analysis 
in this section. First, the group’s unity, while constantly tested, is currently nowhere near total 
collapse. A mixture of shared rational interests, group dynamics in the face of global conflict, 
and a socially entrenched practice of reciprocity provide a sound basis for the group’s solidarity. 
Depending on the topic at hand, one factor for solidarity might be more pronounced than the 
other, but at least one of them will typically be observable. Second, although the G77 manages 
to stay united, its unity is not guaranteed and is practically always a matter of degree, given the 
challenges of its decision-making processes and the fundamental differences within the group, 
particularly on normative issues. Sometimes the group does not reach a common position. In 
the previous section, we identified the lack of inclusiveness as a deficit, and how that can result 
in fragile group positions. This section added a new layer of understanding by focusing on 
causes and processes behind the G77’s unity (or lack thereof). Even when the group votes 
together (as it frequently does), the earlier stages in the formation of a group position may 
involve practices like overriding and vetoing positions in the group or bypassing group processes 
altogether. These practices point to the presence of power in the group’s decision-making, which 
we will address in the next section.  

5 Power and influence within and over the group 
We now take the analysis of G77’s decision-making one step further and turn to the issue of 
power. By “power” we understand an actor’s ability to exert direct influence over other actors, 
shaping their course of action.31 The section analyses the main UN member states, or group of 
member states, both within and outside the group. Understanding the different ways and 
strategies that member states use to exert influence over the G77 provides some hints both 
about the general orientation of the group and the potential conflicts that limit its internal 
cohesion and opportunities for dialogue with external counterparts in the General Assembly. 
Studying power is also relevant in the context of ongoing global power shifts which might lead 
to a reconfiguration of established power relations within the G77.  

5.1 The “radicals”: small, but influential  

We start the survey of power-holders in the G77 with a group of members that diplomatic 
sources readily and consistently identified as key actors: The so-called “radicals”, a small set of 
members that are described as wielding disproportional influence given their limited international 
status outside the UN and the material resources they can muster to influence other members 
(interviews 2, 11, 13, 23; see also Puchala et al., 2007; Swart & Lund, 2011). The set of these 
states changes over time: A study from the early 1980s mentions Algeria, Egypt, Sri Lanka, 
Jamaica, alongside Brazil, Argentina, Mexico as G77 members that “often play an important role 
in many issues” (Sauvant, 1981, p. 9). The more recent study by Swart and Lund (2011) 
mentions a similar set that includes Cuba and Egypt at the forefront, and additionally Nigeria, 
South Africa, Tanzania and Venezuela (but not Sri Lanka and Jamaica). In our interviews, Cuba 
and Pakistan were said to be currently at the heart of this group. In a wider sense Egypt, 
Venezuela, and Saudi Arabia have also been mentioned as belonging to this category 

                                                   
31 For a discussion of concepts of power, see Barnett & Duval (2005); Drezner (2021).  
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(interviews 2, 24). Figure 7 illustrates the relatively small international influence some of these 
states possess outside the UN.  

Figure 7: Influence of G77’s BRICS32 members, Cuba, Egypt, and Pakistan 

 

Source: FBIC Interactive Data Viz; Moyer et al., 2018 

Notes: The graph shows the level of influence that the “radicals” exert on other countries outside the UN compared 
to G77 members of the BRICS group. The number of bubbles indicates the number of countries a “sender of 
influence” reaches, while the size of bubbles corresponds to the sending country’s influence in a receiving country.33  

These countries are referred to as “radicals” – sometimes also “maximalists”, and “hardliners” – 
both by other G77 delegates and by experts and global North delegates (interviews 9, 15, 23, 
27). However, the label of a “radical” needs to be taken with a grain of salt, because it seems to 
be an external attribution that may not reflect how these G77 members conceive of themselves. 
In our analysis, the meaning of “radical” appears to combine three elements: i) radical in the 
sense of “always in contradiction” with the global North (Swart & Lund, 2011, p. 22); ii) wielding 
disproportional influence in the group; and iii) displaying a tendency towards socially con-
servative positions. In one sentence, they are perceived as “radicals” insofar as they organise 
principled resistance against the global North, in particular on contentious normative issues.  

The power of the “radicals” has been evident in the Summit of the Future process, where Cuba 
in early 2023 apparently single-handedly stopped the preparation process (see previous 
sections). Although other G77 members shared a similar sentiment about the process 
(frustration about yet another time-consuming initiative from the UN Secretariat), the Cuban 
delegation did not seem to have consulted with the wider G77 membership before issuing its 
intervention. As noted above, the “radicals” are active in the Like-Minded Group, known for its 
strong conservative position in the negotiations leading up to the Summit of the Future (interview 
14). The power of the “radicals” was also said to manifest itself in their ability to bring national 
interests – in particular, the opposition to sanctions – into the G77 and place them above other 
priorities of the group (interviews 1, 7, 9, 11, 23; Puchala et al., 2007, p. 103). There is no uniform 
attitude in the group about the issue of sanctions: Some sources hinted that sanctions affect not 
only a few heavily embargoed countries like Cuba and Iran but are a broader phenomenon 
which affects development and rightly activates global South solidarity (interview 26, 27; G77, 
2024). Other sources, however, criticised the prominence of sanctions as a distraction for the 
group and as the national interest of a few affected countries that are in conflict with international 
norms and values (interviews 6, 23). A third example of the “radicals’” relatively outsized role is 
more about discursive power and can be found in the kind of “radical” rhetoric levelled against 

                                                   
32 We do not include Russia in the figure as it is not a G77 member. 
33 The power index is based on two aspects, bandwidth and dependence. Bandwidth captures the 

intensity of interactions between countries, in particular the frequency of interactions and the number 
of dimensions in which member states interact. Dependence captures levels of trade.  
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the global North (see Section 2), which shapes the discourse in the UN and may marginalise 
moderate voices.  

The power of the “radicals” in the G77 presents a puzzle. As noted above, their position in the 
group seems to be much stronger than in the broader international arena outside the UN, where 
they rank far below BRICS. What explains the power of the “radicals” in the G77, then? To some 
extent, smaller powers might be proxies of China (see below). However, this can only be part of 
the explanation, as the “radicals” predate the emergence of China as a global power. We can 
point to four other explanations based on interviews and our own analysis:  

i) Diplomatic skill: Individual abilities of delegates vary. While some countries send fairly young 
and inexperienced staff to the UN, or staff who are primarily policy experts, others send highly 
trained diplomatic professionals. While large and geopolitically active countries like the US, 
Russia, China, and Brazil are said to operate on another level in terms of diplomatic 
professionalism, at least in Rome (interview 21), in New York the “radicals” also have a 
reputation for their expertise and effectiveness. They were described in interviews as skilled and 
experienced negotiators, tenacious and impactful in their approach, always well prepared, and 
with a combative attitude that values outcomes over process (interviews 4, 15). “They play the 
UN like it is a game of chess”, as Swart and Lund quote a delegate (2011, p. 22).  

ii) Capacity: Some of the “radicals” operate comparatively large diplomatic missions and 
therefore have the diplomatic capacity to engage more deeply and across multiple fronts 
(interviews 8, 13). Cuba stands out with a staff of 45, which compares to the five to ten staff of 
many other G77 member missions. Egypt (22) and Pakistan (17) also have more capacities 
than other G77 member states, but less than BRICS and maybe not enough to fully account for 
their outstanding position in the group. Yet, if a significant faction of the G77 is in “basic survival 
mode” in terms of following processes in the UN (interview 27), then even a moderate staff size 
can make a significant difference. The Summit of the Future process and the inability of many 
G77 states to participate meaningfully in it seems to demonstrate this point (see Section 2).  

Figure 8: Size of selected UN member state missions in New York 

 

Source: Authors, based on the UN Blue Book information. Created with Datawrapper. 

Notes: The graph shows the variance of member states at the UN in terms of diplomatic capacity as measured in 
terms of their staff size. While the “one country one vote” principle ensures formal equality, differences in diplomatic 
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capacity are likely to translate into differences of influence in the G77 and the General Assembly. The graph reflects 
a snapshot from September 2024; numbers fluctuate. 

iii) Leadership: The leadership explanation puts a question mark behind the assumption that 
the “radicals” do not represent the group well. They may on certain issues have differences with 
the group, but in one aspect – leading the opposition vis-à-vis the global North – they might be 
more recognised by the group than external assessments suggest. As noted above, their 
uncompromising attitude towards the global North is a key, if not constitutive aspect of their role 
as “radicals” (interview 13; Puchala et al., 2007). Global times of upheaval and North-South 
confrontation might in particular create a demand for robust leadership – after all, who else dares 
to stand up in the General Assembly and condemn the global North in a way “radicals” have 
done in recent years (see Section 2)? Observers and delegates indeed pointed out that G77 
members may silently applaud it when some of them adopt strong positions and “give the big 
powers a beating” (interview 13; also 24). Courageous behaviour might in that sense be a 
collective good for the group, and a source of influence within the group if prestige is indeed the 
“day-to-day currency of international power” (Gilpin, 1981).  

iv) Motivation: The global governance system offers a fourth explanation, though not so much 
of the “radicals’” power itself, but rather the motif to cultivate the above-mentioned power factors. 
The “radicals” are not members of clubs like the G20. They only have the UN, and to some 
extent, they have it for themselves, given that BRICS and other emerging economies are part 
of the G20 (with the exception of Russia) (interview 25). India and Brazil, for example, were 
mentioned by our sources as two countries that seem to prioritise the G20 as a platform to build 
their roles as global South leaders – platforms, on which they can interact with global powers 
on an equal footing (interviews 9, 13). This leaves a power vacuum at the UN in which the 
“radicals” can flourish, develop idiosyncratic profiles, and set the agenda in the shadow of world 
politics. The countries of the global North may themselves have contributed to this situation by 
keeping macro-economic and trade issues out of the UN (see the case study on the tax 
resolution in Section 2).  

5.2 China: developing country superpower 

Over the last decade, China has significantly expanded its engagement with the UN’s 
development work, and this engagement has unfolded mainly on the political level rather than 
through financial contributions (Baumann et al., 2022; Fung & Lam, 2022). As the largest global 
South alliance, the G77 is key to China’s efforts to build a global leadership role for itself, and 
China is also the most powerful member of the G77, exerting significant influence on many 
developing countries, much more so than, for example, its regional rival India (Economist, 2024). 
So how does this influence play out in the UN context and what implications does it have for 
both sides, China and the G77?  

The overall picture that emerges from our research is that China’s role in the UN General 
Assembly has transformed from a mostly silent observer to an active and assertive player, if not 
a “big brother” of the G77, though one that prefers to act behind the scenes (interviews 7, 14). 
An observation from the Fifth Committee was that, in the past, China had never been the lead 
negotiator but could be relied on to help cut a deal behind the scenes. Since Xi Jinping’s rise to 
power in 2013, however, China appears to have started to speak up in meetings, becoming one 
of the hardliners itself (interview 6). In the Second Committee, China was said to maintain a low 
profile, visibly engaging only where key Chinese interests were directly involved (interview 16). 
Yet, when asked about China, almost every delegate we interviewed described China as 
omnipresent and engaged behind the scenes, preferring to go through proxies in great power 
style (for instance, interviews 7, 20, 24, 28).  
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Behind the “optics”, the relations between China and the G77 is a case study in the complexities 
of alliance politics, which often cuts both ways for both sides. China needs the G77 but cannot 
totally avoid being constrained by it – something that finds its expression in China’s strangely 
ambivalent official relationship with the G77. Despite being listed as a regular G77 member on 
the group’s official website, China makes a point of not being a member of the G77 (Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of China, 2024). Thus, the common expression “G77 plus China”. Technically, 
this allows China to influence G77 positions without being formally constrained by group 
positions and expectations of group solidarity. Politically, however, China is generally keen to 
emphasise its solidarity with fellow global South countries and to speak on behalf of the global 
South, which requires China to be receptive to the interests represented in the group (interviews 
5, 29; Takahashi, 2021).  

This appears to be a difficult balancing act. For the G77, China comes with benefits and 
downsides. One G77 delegate described China as a “formidable ally” that is “coming in handy” 
for developing countries (interview 5). China has something to offer: a development model seen 
as attractive to countries of the global South; the prospect of a system that offers developing 
countries political alternatives; and direct support in negotiations. For this, G77 members appear 
ready to give something in return. The mutual accommodation that follows from that indicates 
how China has evolved from a largely rhetorical to a political presence in the G77. For example, 
the resolution on rural development34 is sponsored by China and contains Chinese “language” 
such as “shared future of mankind”, phrases that are seen as key to China’s aspirations to create 
a more China-centric world order (Baumann et al., 2022). The resolution has in all previous 
years been adopted with a large G77 majority against the “no”-votes from global North countries. 
In a similar vein, Chinese initiatives (such as the Belt and Roads Initiative and the Global 
Development Initiative) show how developing countries are willing to lend political recognition in 
the UN to China’s hegemonic ambitions (interview 29; Haug, 2024). 

The expectation of mutual accommodation can be painful, in particular for smaller countries 
given the power differences which tilt the cost-benefit calculus towards China. All G77 members 
will strive to make their own positions a group position, but when China as a superpower tries 
to do so, the effects become more visible and may pose a risk to the group’s ideal of inclusive 
consensus. Interviewees noted that China is “always” present in discussions and negotiations 
(operating the largest UN mission in the group, it has unique capacities). Even in small settings 
where only the negotiators speak, China is normally in the room – a noteworthy “big brother” 
strategy, according to some sources, to exercise control over fellow G77 members (interviews 
14, 15, 16). And when China then weighs in, it can be quite effective. An example was mentioned 
to us where a G77 member reversed its position completely after being told to do so by China 
(interview 27). In another case, a G77 delegate apparently got “crucified” after having gone 
against Chinese interests (interview 15). It seems to have become difficult for G77 members to 
speak up against China, at least in General Assembly settings (interviews 14, 23). 

This is particularly concerning when China pursues interests that are not aligned with those of 
the average developing country. Delegates from both the G77 and global North countries noted 
that China often frames its statements as being in the interest of the group, when they are in 
quite obvious ways not (interviews 11, 12, 23). In general, financing for development and in 
particular debt, as well as peacekeeping are difficult topics for China as a major donor that does 
not want to commit further resources (interviews 11, 14, 17). On the issue of debt, for example, 
China has in G77 internal processes allegedly “killed” the proposals of smaller countries, making 
this “a very bad experience” for them (interview 12). In the Fifth Committee where the UN’s 
regular budget is discussed, China, having become the second largest contributor behind the 
US, was said to have grown “hawkish” and keen to curb Secretariat expenditures on issues 
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Sustainable Development”, first introduced in 2018. 
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where other developing countries would prefer the UN to spend more liberally (interview 13; 
Lynch, 2023b). Also, in the larger geopolitical contexts, China seems to be keen to use the G77 
to accentuate or even create global differences, which can put developing countries that enjoy 
good relations with global North countries in a difficult position. One global North delegate 
observed that, as the North-South antagonism increased in recent years, China had pushed for 
this and “there were recriminations for countries that did not go along with it” (interview 15).  

5.3 BRICS: not a coherent force 

China is also a member of BRICS,35 a group that has emerged as a counterweight to the global 
North in the international arena. BRICS are not known to be a group within the UN. 
Nevertheless, the question was raised more than a decade ago whether (or when) the 
ascendance of BRICS might also result in the political reconfiguration of the G77 (Swart & Lund, 
2011, p. 151 ff.). On the one hand, BRICS could undermine the relevance and coherence of the 
G77 by cutting their own deals with the global North outside the UN. On the other hand, they 
could also infuse the G77 with new political energy, strengthening its position in the UN. The 
expansion of BRICS from 5 to 11 members in 2023 and the inclusion of states such as Iran, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates that point to an “appetite for non-Western led 
multilateral arrangements” (Bhatt, 2023) only adds relevance to this question. 

However, we found little evidence for such a political shake-up of the G77. Delegates and 
experts that we interviewed did not see BRICS acting as a cohesive force in the General 
Assembly or within the G77, either in New York or in Rome (interviews 6, 7, 15, 24). Individual 
BRICS members seem to engage more in their respective regional groups, aspiring to become 
“self-appointed leaders” (Stephen, 2012, p. 293; interviews 7, 25). Some of our sources think 
they have detected some kind of reciprocity among BRICS members in the sense that they 
support each other as long as national interests do not stand in the way (interviews 1, 12). This 
would be broadly in line with the research on how BRICS vote in the General Assembly. Some 
scholars do find a high level of voting cohesion among BRICS (Binder & Lockwood Payton, 
2022; Ferdinand, 2014). Others, however, disagree (Hooijmaaijers & Keukeleire, 2016). As a 
bloc, BRICS are said to be more present and visible in peace and security-related issues, that 
is, in the Security Council (interview 7). But when it comes to Security Council reform, they are 
divided between the veto powers China and Russia and the aspiring members Brazil, India and 
South Africa regarding what the reform should look like.  

This shows that BRICS face a similar challenge as the larger G77, namely finding unity in the 
face of diverging interests – which, for BRICS, are more defined and driven by capitals than is 
the case for many developing countries. Differences are particularly notable with regard to 
human rights and nuclear disarmament, though with greater convergence on development 
issues (Binder & Lockwood Payton, 2022; Ferdinand, 2014; Hooijmaaijers & Keukeleire, 2016; 
Kurşun & Parlar Dal, 2017). BRICS also differ in their attitude towards the global North, as 
debates about the recent expansion of BRICS have shown: Some (China, Russia, Iran) want to 
position BRICS as an anti-Western alliance and an incubator for a new, multipolar world order 
(Garcia-Herrero, 2024; Grimm, 2023; Murphy, 2022, pp. 41-42). Others (South Africa, Brazil) 
are more concerned with strengthening their international independence and reforming the 
global system for better representation of the global South (Grimm, 2023; Lehne, 2023). This 
divergence makes it unlikely for the group to emerge as a cohesive block in the UN any time 
soon. Strong commitments to the G77 and to “advancing the common interests of developing 
countries” (see, for example, joint statements in 2017, 2019 and 2023 by Brazil, South Africa, 

                                                   
35 While Russia is a BRICS member, it does not belong to the G77. Additionally, the majority of the interviews 

were conducted before the expansion of BRICS; therefore, we refer to BRICS rather than BRICS+. 
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India, and China on climate change (BASIC, 2017, 2019, 2023)) are mostly rhetoric and serve 
to increase their legitimacy as “the ones speaking on behalf of the global South” (interview 15) 
– as we have seen above in the case of China.  

5.4 Africa: the core of the global South 

The power analysis of the G77 also leads to Africa, a continent that has long been seen as the 
weakest region globally. But if Ikenberry (2024) is right about the evolution of a “three-world 
system” with the “West, East and South” as distinct “worlds”, then Africa must be said to 
represent a significant part of the global South. In contrast to West and East, Africa is not led by 
any global superpower nor even a dominant regional power. Africa’s power is essentially that of 
a “global audience” to which the superpowers speak and that can give or withhold support and 
legitimacy to them (Ikenberry, 2024, p. 132). Yet, Africa may not entirely be the kind of passive 
power that Ikenberry’s analysis suggests. The continent may actually be on the verge of 
developing its own agency at the UN, actively advancing its demands. As one source observed 
in that regard, the African group seems to have “decided in recent years that it will no longer put 
up with how the UN (and global North member states for that matter) is dealing with them” 
(interview 13). 

The African group has one feature that is a rare commodity in international alliances: it is 
relatively homogenous, and so the solidarity mechanisms that also apply for the G77 at large 
work relatively well in the African group (Paterson & Virk, 2013). Some of the fault lines 
mentioned above also run through Africa, but there are strong common interests, in particular, 
on taxes and finances, with substantial cohesion also around development and international 
cooperation in general (interviews 14, 32). The African Union, which maintains a diplomatic 
mission in New York, provides an institutional and ideological framework of African solidarity. In 
terms of process, the Group was said to regularly meet at the ambassadorial level (interview 4). 
Therefore, as one source opined, “if the African group is united, they are considerable force 
within the G77” (interview 7). This also extends beyond the G77. For example, during climate 
negotiations, the group proved to be one of the most united ones with a clear and articulate 
position (Makina, 2013).  

This unity, along with a newfound appetite to assert its interests, were visible in the tax 
resolution, spearheaded by Nigeria on behalf of the African group (see subsection 4.2.4). The 
resolution touched on vital African interests in resources for SDG implementation and gaining 
“a critical voice in norm-creation and decision-making processes” (Nigeria, quoted in UN, 2024b, 
p. 7). As noted in Section 2, the significance of the process was that the Africans pushed ahead 
on the resolution against resistance, dealing global North states a highly visible defeat in the 
General Assembly, reinforced by statements such as that Africans were tired of “narratives of 
local governance and corruption to explain the problems they faced” (see Section 2). The African 
group appears to have calculated that, given its increasingly stronger position, it could afford to 
enter into a policy conflict without fear of notable retribution from either inside the G77 or global 
North states. This quality of being an actor – and a bold one for that matter – is very much what 
the term “new South” signifies.  

In addition to the ability to promote its own interests, Africa is important to other global players 
because of its votes. Being the target of geopolitical attention confers influence. As one 
diplomatic source noted when reflecting about the current political climate in New York, “nobody 
wants to be against the Africans” (interview 14). China appears to have a keen interest in 
winning Africa’s support, and Russia also courts Africa as it seeks to drive a wedge between 
African and European member states (interview 11). It is probably against that backdrop that 
Russia emerged as an unlikely co-sponsor of the draft resolution on tax cooperation, explaining 
this with the “concerns of the Group of African States” on the one hand and the “obstructive 
stance taken by most of the OECD members” on the other (UN, 2024b, p. 8). If African states 
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have votes to give, and statements to make that may affect the global public discourse, then it 
seems African states are conscious about the value of their support that may also be withheld. 
Regarding the Ukraine crisis, the states of the global North have been denied full support from 
Africa: In votes on the war in Ukraine, particularly those involving concrete measures to inflict 
punishment on Russia, most African countries chose to stay neutral, abstaining from votes 
rather than aligning with either side in this geopolitical conflict (Götz et al., 2023; Gowan et al., 
2023). In Rome, where the Ukraine crisis also became a topic in the FAO, the African states 
adopted a position of explicit neutrality to protect their unity in the face of pressure from global 
North states to pull them over to their side (interviews 20, 23). The war against Ukraine seems 
to have awakened African states’ appetite for independence, and a newfound bravery in 
challenging global North leadership.  

5.5 Global North: external influence 

Global North states still hold considerable influence at the UN as funders of the organisation 
and through their economic and political strength within the wider global governance system. 
Historically, global North states were the reason why the G77 came into existence in the first 
place (Sauvant, 1981). How do global North states deal with the G77? From our interviews, we 
are not aware of something resembling a grand strategy. The global North approach seems to 
involve a mixture of attempts to build trusted relationships on the one hand and power politics 
aimed at divide-and-rule tactics on the other. 

To start with the more social aspects, it seems to be an unwritten norm that global North 
delegates immediately begin to reach out to build personal relationships with delegates from the 
global South when they arrive at their duty posts in New York (interviews 7, 15, 16). Good 
relationships with the more reclusive, influential, and “difficult” members of the G77 seem to 
carry particular prestige. In general, the value of personal relationships for building trust and 
maintaining communication channels is thus well understood. The EU has recently begun to 
host an annual reception for all G77 negotiators and facilitators – something that was well 
appreciated by G77 delegates (interviews 11, 12). On a personal level delegates talk to each 
other and conceive of themselves as being part of the same community of UN diplomats. Global 
North delegates often seem to have astonishingly detailed and direct (though anecdotal) insights 
into affairs of the G77 through their trusted G77 colleagues (interview 28). Building personal 
relationships can also be a part of an outreach strategy to advance policy goals through persua-
sion rather than power-politics. One observer noted that efforts by the US ambassador to engage 
with G77 members individually, one by one, to build support for the resolution on artificial 
intelligence (see Section 2) “almost surprised developing countries” and was essential in 
securing the broad majority that the resolution attracted (interview 27).  

At the same time, global North states are no strangers to power tactics that serve to divide the 
group. When push comes to shove, global North states may engage in coordinated efforts to 
influence individual members of the G77. As one delegate narrated, they may agree on a 
division of labour where one minister (at the capital level) calls a counterpart in the global South, 
and a bilateral development project, financial support, export opportunities, and such like, may 
be offered to cajole the country into changing its stance in New York (interview 1). Swart and Lund 
(2011) have also described such practices – and how they are resented by the G77. A more recent 
example from our own research comes from Rome, where the EU employed “all instruments in 
the diplomatic toolbox”, as one delegate said, to mobilise support for the condemnation of Russia’s 
war against Ukraine, which prompted the African states to officially adopt a neutral position as 
noted above (interviews 20, 23; see also Baumann, 2022). In New York, a G77 delegate noted 
that the instruments of global North countries – in particular the “telephone call” between 
ministers to follow up on démarches – have become weaker (interview 8). A still powerful tool 
of dividing the group can be found in the area of normative issues. One G77 source suggested 
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that, by bringing normative issues to the negotiations (for example, gender), global North states 
deliberately divide and incapacitate the G77 (interview 12). Without a common G77 position, as 
on the gender issue, the aggregation of interests is disrupted, potentially increasing the global 
North’s room for negotiating outcomes closer to its own priorities.  

A third form of outreach – engagement with subgroups – falls between power politics and 
persuasion. The EU might support subgroups within the G77, for example the Least Developed 
Countries – to which Europe is the largest donor – to pursue common interests and bypass the 
G77 (interviews 16, 25, 27). Alliances may also be sought with other G77 subgroups, in 
particular the small states, island states, and the African and Latin American groups, each 
characterised by a relatively high commitment to multilateralism and particular links to the global 
North, either through aid streams or normative alignment. The collaboration with a subgroup 
can give momentum to a policy issue “which the G77 then can no longer ignore” (interview 27). 
This can be a strategy to mobilise politics for the sake of policy, to work through and foster 
pragmatic coalitions – all with the benefit (in the eyes of global North actors) of undermining 
G77’s coherence along the way. However, such coalition-building is increasingly also being 
seen as a deliberate strategy to forestall attempts by Russia and China to gain influence in the 
G77 (interview 11). 

Interim conclusion 

The power analysis presented here concludes the arc of our analysis that started with the ideal 
of the consensus approach and wrestled with the competing forces of diversity and unity along 
the way. China, and to a lesser extent Africa, have become more important, reflecting a fledgling 
reconfiguration of the power landscape of the G77. Yet, no single power dominates the G77. 
And for every power faction in the group, there are notable counterforces: The “radicals” are a 
minority in the group and face opposition from a significant group of moderate global South 
democracies; China occupies a singular position as a global superpower, but with increasingly 
structural differences compared to all lesser powers in the global South; BRICS are not even 
united themselves and are checked by regional rivalries; Africa remains a minority whose 
challenges are not always shared by more developed G77 members; and global North countries 
can only make minor inroads into the G77 whose main purpose continues to be checking global 
North influence in the UN. Power might therefore tilt outcomes to one side but, ultimately, its 
role needs to be understood in tandem with the consensus approach (that opens the door to 
power practices) and mechanisms for solidarity (that can provide vehicles for influence, in 
particular through reciprocity). None of the case studies presented in the previous section can 
be explained by the dominant interest of one member or subgroup of the G77 alone.  

6 Conclusions and recommendations 
The G77’s position at the UN General Assembly needs to be seen in the context of the current 
global upheaval, an important aspect of which is the reckoning with established North-South 
relations. For the first time in the post-war era, the power and aspirations of global South 
countries are starting to align to an extent that tangible changes become possible. The G77 may 
not be the global spearhead of the “new South”, which makes itself felt across the global 
governance system and in bilateral relations as well: the heterogeneity of interests and level of 
influence of different group members can undermine its unity as a factor for the group’s 
effectiveness. Nevertheless, the G77 represents an important piece in the overall global political 
shifts in which established roles of power and influence, and diplomatic practices that flow from 
them, are put in question and a new political reality seems to be in the making. Based on the 
analysis conducted in this study, we can draw five conclusions that speak to the G77’s potential 
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to shape this new reality through the UN General Assembly and contribute to a more effective 
multilateral system. 

The G77 currently enjoys a relatively strong position vis-à-vis its global counterparts. As 
one global North source noted with a sigh, “they are cruising” (interview 2). The G77 has been 
able to put global North powers on the spot regarding key issues that in the past were kept out 
of the UN. If global North states have long held the moral high ground at the UN, the global 
South now increasingly acts with an intellectual tailwind from global public discourse. The G77 
has brought the discussion of representation in global governance to the UN’s agenda where 
global North states have to fight an uphill battle against demands for greater representation by 
the global South. Discussions of the international financial architecture became an integral part 
of the Summit of the Future process, against the will of global North states. The tax resolution, 
supported (though not initiated) by the G77, marks not only a decisive diplomatic win for the 
global South, but also indicates that diplomatic consensus practices in the General Assembly 
are under pressure. Majority voting emerges as an option. It might under the new global power 
balance no longer result in pyrrhic victories only but may trigger processes that develop their 
own political dynamics. While the G77 has the reputation for being good at saying “no” only, 
global North delegates are increasingly recognising the G77 as a political force that shapes the 
conditions of the North-South dialogue at the UN. And if analysts have in recent decades raised 
doubts as to whether developing countries still benefit from G77 membership, then the group’s 
current position of strength appears to provide a sound rationale for it.  

Yet, the G77’s internal decision-making system has room for improvement. The G77 
operates on the basis of the consensus principle, which is an appropriate mechanism for a 
loosely integrated group. However, the G77 currently performs below its aspirations for an 
inclusive and productive system of decision-making. There are virtually no institutional 
guardrails that could guide group processes. By and large, Sauvant’s observation from the early 
1980s still holds true today: “No strong unifying institutional force exists: the Group of 77 has no 
long-term leadership, regular staff, headquarters, secretariat [one should add: of noteworthy 
size] or, for that matter, any other permanent institution” (Sauvant, 1981, p. 9). As a result, 
decision-making takes place in a rather ad hoc and unregulated way, which gives space to the 
emergence of certain shortcomings, or deviations from the ideals of inclusive consensus. The 
decision-making is effectively in the hands of a few member states – not only because the others 
trust them to represent their interests, but also because the system of in-person consultations 
requires diplomatic capacity which many G77 missions in New York do not have. In line with 
theoretical expectations, individual members can assert their own national interests over the 
presumptive common interest of the group. With growing diversity in the group, the G77 can 
often not reach a common position or only a weak one, even in those areas around development 
that are at the centre of the group’s mission. With such difficulties, reaching common positions 
is often an imperfect process that involves power politics, the overriding of significant interests 
in the group, or simply a quid-pro-quo game, which can explain the burgeoning of G77 positions 
over the years that do not really reflect common priorities, despite being officially sanctioned as 
group positions.36 Although the group maintains a high degree of unity in voting, it is notably 
less united in policy processes than the G77’s image of a powerful global South negotiation bloc 
suggests, an image nursed both by itself and global North counterparts.  

The imperfections of G77 decision-making have knock-on effects on the North-South 
dialogue at the UN. The G77, in principle, has functions not only for developing countries, but 
also towards multilateralism in the General Assembly. As the largest political group, its function 
is to aggregate interests, provide them with legitimacy, and thus create the conditions for 

                                                   
36 The first Ministerial Declaration from 1964 had just 10 paragraphs; the declaration from 1997 had 73; 

lately, the number rose to 343 in 2023. This corresponds to a large number of General Assembly 
resolutions, most of them initiated and “zealously protected” by the G77 (interview 15). 
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negotiations in the General Assembly. Deficits in the group’s internal process can thus affect 
the processes at the General Assembly, and they can in particular contribute to heightening 
North-South tensions. Several aspects seem to be noteworthy based on our research. First, 
imperfections in internal decision-making can mean that those G77 positions that are divisive in 
the global context seem to get more attention than positions that affect common global interests. 
Group members entangled in geopolitical confrontation with the global North can take 
advantage of the weak decision-making processes and shape the agenda in ways that serve 
their interests. This constitutes not just a missed opportunity to deal with problems that are closer 
to the group’s mission, it can also hurt the group’s global reputation which is kind of the currency 
for influence. As Swart and Lund note, “The G-77 should be aware that its moral underpinning 
is at risk when it is seen as unwilling to compromise on issues that are not strictly at the heart 
of the G-77’s original mission” (Swart & Lund, 2011, p. 161). Second, the imperfections in 
decision-making mean that the group often has no position, a general position only, and/or rigid 
positions. In particular, the latter can play into a dynamic of fruitless group-confrontation, marked 
by politicisation and stalemate, and fuelling mistrust on both sides. Third, internal decision-
making deficits can lead to group policies built on the construction of a common global 
adversary. It is much easier to unite around demands for greater North-South transfers, which 
reinforces North-South divisions, than to work out common interests on policies (which could 
have a much bigger impact on resource flows). One could go one step further and argue that 
the G77 has an unresolved and inconsistent conception of its global position, where the 
dominant demand for transfers puts the group into the symbolically inferior position of a recipient 
over the group’s more fundamental concern for equal rights and participation in global 
governance. This deprives the G77 of opportunities to affect change, and by implication, it 
weakens the G77 as an important voice in the global political discourse.  

The global North, itself a driver of the North-South confrontation, is also a factor for the 
G77’s imperfections. As noted in Section 4, group unity can, among other factors, be explained 
by inter-group conflict. In fact, the G77 was founded in response to the dominant role of the 
global North. This raises the question to what extent the unity and the behaviour of the G77 
might be conditioned by the global North. Writing in the context of the late 1970s and its debates 
on a new international economic order, Sauvant observed that global North states may have 
invited and promoted G77 unity by resisting substantial and detailed discussions on economic 
and trade issues in the UN (Sauvant, 1981, p. 10). Policies in this field will touch on key national 
interests, which may create a more pragmatic approach to negotiations as experiences from 
trade negotiations suggest (Singh, 2002, p. 470). Focusing on largely normative and symbolic 
issues, however, makes it relatively easy for groups to unite vis-à-vis global counterparts (with 
the exception of divisive human rights issues). If marginalisation can explain confrontational 
tactics, then recent years have offered the global South a couple of experiences that may have 
reminded them of their subordinate international position: The war against Ukraine (and the 
global North states’ muscular reaction to it); the war in Gaza, a territory of the G77 member 
Palestine (likened to a genocide); the Covid pandemic (and issues around access to vaccines); 
climate change (with tangible effects for the first time) – all these were, or still are, major global 
crises in which the global North has dominated the international responses. The allegation of 
double standards that were raised in the context of these crises speak to the point that power 
(of which the global South still has less) matters more than norms (which can have an equalising 
effect). When Arab leaders asked in the UN “how the UN could have a Summit of the Future if 
Palestinian children have no future at all” (Gowan, 2024b), they expressed the kind of 
fundamental distrust in the global North from which antagonistic attitudes arise. In such a 
situation of heightened antagonism, it can be understandable that the G77 rallies behind what 
global North delegates consider their “radical” members that demonstrate an appetite for 
confrontation, thus reducing the space for the moderate forces and for substantive policy work.  

Still occupying a position of power in the international system, the global North therefore has a 
particular responsibility to create conditions that are conducive to dialogue. The key factors are 
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likely not the diplomatic behaviour (outreach and trust-building activities) but the foreign policy 
strategies made in global North capitals. Two seemingly contradictory goals need to be 
balanced for the global North countries: Retaining global influence as a geopolitical imperative 
in the emerging multipolar system (Ikenberry, 2024), and sharing power in international organi-
sations, where global North countries still occupy privileged positions in terms of staff 
representation and influence over policies. Following the Chinese model of muscular influence 
might not be sustainable – in the longer term, global North countries might be well-advised to 
apply “smart power” based on the principles of consistency, reliability and partner-orientation in 
order to safeguard both national interests and multilateralism (Chen et al., 2023). This needs to 
be coupled with an adjustment of attitudes; it at least speaks for global North delegates that they 
themselves recognise behaviour in their own global camp that is “self-centred and ignorant 
about the changed reality” and attached to “anachronistic beliefs” (interview 25). As global power 
shifts occur, such attitudes come with the ever-increasing risk of alienating partners in the global 
South. 

A less confrontational G77 could make for better global South outcomes. Just as the global 
North has a choice, so too does the G77. It can use its newfound power to turn up the pressure 
on the global North and approach UN politics as a power game where the goal is to maximise 
influence and win policy battles. With its majority of votes, it could do that. However, while 
majority votes are legitimate and can be used to send a strong signal – the vote on the tax 
resolution can be interpreted as a wake-up call to the global North – they are not a sustainable 
instrument for building conditions for a constructive dialogue, as they could alienate global North 
countries from the UN. A policy win in the UN would then not translate into any real-world benefit, 
to which the group should aspire. This prompts a consideration of how the G77 can identify and 
pursue its common interests in a somewhat more pragmatic way, where political power and 
moral persuasion join hands. Like global North countries, the group would be well-advised to 
also seek forms of “smart power” that, while principled in the pursuit of the legitimate interests 
of the group, reduce the risk of alienating counterparts. Such an approach might, in general, 
involve operating more through policy and discourse than through confrontational power tactics; 
it should be based on inclusive processes; and it should be conscious of the reputation of the 
group as a source of its influence in the UN.  

Based on these conclusions and the vision of the G77 as an effective participant in UN 
multilateralism, we offer four suggestions about the general direction in which improvements to 
the G77’s decision-making could be pursued:  

6.1 Inclusive decision-making 

The strength of the G77 is not just a matter of its unity in voting, and maybe not even primarily. 
Rather, there is a deeper and more compelling form of unity that comes from the potential 
inclusiveness of the G77’s internal decision-making. An inclusive consensus will produce better 
positions that are more balanced and well-grounded in common global South interests and that 
for this reason carry greater weight in the General Assembly. It will also act as a safeguard 
against the politics of “who gets what” and other shortcomings that emerge when politics takes 
precedence over policy. It will make for greater trust in the G77 both internally, from G77 
members itself, and externally, from counterparts in the General Assembly. The G77 is thus 
well-advised to adjust its arrangements for building consensus. Relatively modest changes 
could bring substantial improvements. For example, the group might create a mechanism for 
G77 members to provide written inputs to internal consultations, from which the chair or burden-
sharer could then construct a common position. To facilitate the broadest possible involvement 
of G77 members, an information-sharing system could ensure that missions are routinely 
updated on consultations and negotiations. This would allow missions to follow processes 
without the need to be (personally) present in all meetings, and it could also give them an 



IDOS Discussion Paper 13/2024 

49 

opportunity to run issues through their capitals with relative ease. Such arrangements would 
bring greater transparency to the group’s decision-making. A potential downside might be seen 
in the reduced space for frank exchanges behind closed doors. However, the benefits of a more 
authoritative, legitimate, and balanced group position based on inclusivity would seem to 
outweigh the benefits of secrecy. The G77 might also consider reviving practices of the 1970s, 
where a working group of 27 member states, consisting of nine members from each region, 
prepared proposals for the group that were then either adopted by consensus or referred back 
for further discussions (Sauvant, 1981, pp. 75-77).  

6.2 Focus on strategic priorities 

Impact requires focus. The current portfolio of G77 positions (as expressed in Ministerial Decla-
rations, for example) is too expansive to allow for a meaningful focus and follow-up on progress. 
Not only global North partners but also G77 members appear to lack a clear concept of what 
the G77 wants, apart from its demands on greater North-South transfers and reform of the 
international financial institutions. Deficits in the aggregation of interest are not conducive to 
strategic bargaining in the General Assembly, in the sense that both sides can compare policies 
and negotiate compromises around their priorities. The group would therefore be well-advised 
to regularly review and define key priorities. The 2023 “Havana Declaration”, with its focus on 
the role of science, technology and innovation, provides an example of such a process and the 
thematic focus it brings (G77, 2023d). In the past, the 27-member working group and later the 
annual G77’s Ministerial Meeting, which takes place at the beginning of the regular session of 
the General Assembly, provided this function of “limit[ing] the topics to be dealt with by the Group 
to the main issues […] that are of concern to the Group as a whole” (Sauvant, 1981, p. 79). This 
function should be revived, producing a well-focused agenda and concrete goals around which 
the group’s energy and outreach activities could be bundled. This could also help to build greater 
accountability: A few clearly stated goals could provide a framework against which the group 
can review policy progress in the General Assembly and, if necessary, draw lessons learned 
when progress is not satisfying. They could be the basis for delegating work towards working 
groups charged with elaborating positions. As positive side-effects, agreed policy priorities 
would be a factor for policy discipline, as deviations from these priorities would have to be 
justified. They could also set in motion a reflection of where the key interests of the group lie, 
and how they are best pursued. From interviews, and supported by our own analysis (Section 
2), the G77 is perceived as being strongly focused on North-South transfers, which can 
overshadow its other policies – policies that could potentially result in much bigger financial 
flows. The exercise of defining annual (or multi-annual) policy priorities could strengthen the 
group’s ability to make policy proposals.  

6.3 Greater networking 

The G77 in New York appears to operate in its own bubble that centres on its frequent internal 
consultations and where G77 delegates in New York belong to the inside and everybody else 
to the outside. Links to the outside world appear to be minimal (apart from contacts to global 
North delegates who are themselves part of the larger UN cosmos in New York). However, if 
the G77 aspires to a greater role in global governance, it would be well-advised to open up 
towards the world beyond the narrow perimeters of its internal processes. In today’s vibrant 
public sphere, the route to global influence goes at least partially through public discourse. To 
some extent, the vote on the tax resolution made sense, and international financial institutions 
reform became a topic in the Summit of the Future process because there was a strong public 
support for these issues, reducing the ability of global North states to effectively counter these 
G77 interests. To build a case and aim for change that is larger than some language in specific 
General Assembly resolutions, the G77 should therefore engage in global networking, actively 
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mobilise support for its goals, and thus create a discursive tailwind. This should start with 
stronger links among the G77’s regional chapters. The G77 in New York, sitting at the highest 
level of global governance, should be in a mutually supportive relationship with its regional 
chapters. Greater networking should also involve encouraging the role of civil society from the 
global South in the G77, and in the UN in general. The G77 should embrace think tanks from 
the global South as natural allies that can provide analysis while also strengthening global South 
positions in the public discourse. Furthermore, the G77 should follow and even seek representa-
tion at other important intergovernmental venues where consequential decisions are being 
taken, for example in the G7, G20, and BRICS. At the minimum, the G77 should have an 
analysis of how matters discussed in these forums affect global South interests.  

6.4 Capacity for impact 

While membership in the G77 can help reduce the burden on diplomatic capacity, even the most 
efficient system requires some capacity. Currently, many G77 members cannot actively 
participate in group processes, while the chair almost entirely relies on its own (limited) 
diplomatic capacities. Greater capacity should start with the G77 secretariat, which should be 
strengthened so that it can perform functions related to internal information-sharing, managing 
networking activities, and perhaps even policy work. This is not a new proposal. As Nyerere 
noted in an address to the group in the 1970s: “It may be that the Group of 77 should be looking 
again at this question of whether it needs its own full-time economists and other professional 
people as a technical aid to the policy-makers and negotiations” (Nyerere, 1979, p. 12). 
Providing funding would not be easy. The most logical approach would be to collect contributions 
from group members based on a scale of assessment that spreads the financial burden broadly 
enough to prevent disproportional influence by any single member or group of members. 
Funding could also come from the UN regular budget, as long as other groups receive similar 
support in line with their numbers and relative financial capacities. G77 members should also 
review their individual diplomatic capacity in light of their interests in UN multilateralism. Some 
of that capacity might be built at the capital level at cheaper rates than in New York. However, 
while strengthening capacity is important, there should also be complementary efforts to reduce 
the burden on capacity. This is a challenge not only for the G77, where a focus on priority issues 
could help reduce the burden from having to coordinate on too many issues. For the same 
purpose, all UN members should review UN processes in general for opportunities to shed 
weight. The number of annual General Assembly resolutions can probably be reduced sig-
nificantly, by either phasing resolutions out or changing them from annual to quadrennial 
resolutions. The UN Secretariat could reduce the length of its reports, and member states could 
simply mandate fewer reports in line with their limited capacities to digest them.  
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